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For my mother.



Conspiracies, since they cannot be engaged in without the fellowship of others, are for that reason most perilous....
~ Francesco Guicciardini



Fifty-Seventh
Sol Valle
The creek glints below midday sun and a cloudless sky. Faint sound of water conceals breathing from five humans and eight horses, making it the only noise across the windless valley in which little grows and no wild creature stirs.
Ivy sits motionless in Corra’s saddle, sungoggles and Stetson in place. She inhales slowly, holding air. Horse, sweat, leather, steel, baked earth, pine. Nothing.
She looks across the mile-wide, golden valley into which the creek trickles. Far south a row of shacks runs along each side of a wide dirt road. Several more structures stand scattered a stone’s throw away, along with empty corrals, dried out corn fields, and bean and pepper patches.
Not a bird calls. No coyote yaps or prairie dog barks. Only a fly buzzes past Ivy’s ear.
Corra’s head is lifted, her own nostrils flared, ears twitching. Ivy looks around. The yellow cur has vanished. She spots him one hundred yards back up the slope they just descended, lapping at the creek.
No sign of Es Feroz. Ivy feels certain her fox is not coming on this trip, sure now she ventured no farther than the eastern bank of the Rio Grande.
She lifts a brass canister from its leather loop on her saddle horn, below the water bottle strap. Holding a button with her thumb, she flicks the device outward with a motion of her wrist, extending it ten inches. She pulls sungoggles to her forehead to peer through the telescope. Pens empty of livestock, no one about, no crops taken in. Not a recent abandonment. Not a recent attack.
“Anyone aim to speak on the obvious?” Melchior asks.
All eight horses flick their ears toward the sudden voice. Chucklehead shifts in place.
“Allow us to assume it is unnecessary, Mr. L’Heureux,” Grip says. “However, take initiative if you must air your observations.”
Ivy lifts her long reins, squeezing slightly with both heels well forward on the mare’s ribs so Corra will back a few steps, allowing Ivy to pass the telescope to Grip on El Cohete. She knows he has no affection for devices, but he takes it without a word.
“Something unfortunate befell the good folks of Sol Valle or we’d know sign of feathers by this distance,” Melchior says, untroubled by Grip’s retort. “As we counted on grain at this outpost, are we giving a miss or riding in, short of invite, to stock before crossing the border and facing red desert?” He looks around.
“Did you say, ‘sign of feathers’?” Ivy asks, having scarcely heard his words after.
Melchior frowns, looking more confused than put out. “Know what I mean.”
“Do I?” Ivy glances around to Sam, who shakes his head, his brows knitted as he looks across the valley to the silent settlement.
Grip passes the telescope to him.
“Show of hands?” Melchior goes on. “Who’s aiming for the feed?”
He raises his right hand and Ivy, after another look toward Sol Valle, does the same.
“Who’s aiming to miss?” Melchior asks.
Sam and Rosalía raise their hands. Volar stirs, though Elsewhere, water dripping from his muzzle, seems to be dozing off even in the few minutes’ pause.
Grip does not move.
Melchior looks at Ivy. “We’ve the fastest horses anyhow. Keep your four-round handy.” Jerking his thumb toward Sam, Grip, and Rosalía with their pack horses, all to Ivy’s right. “They’ll go on, skirt west. We’ll scout and circle town. Light a shuck if there’s expired rips, or wave them in with the pack horses if feed.”
Sam appears taken aback, though Ivy feels the plan has merit, particularly for something her cousin thought up. She even understood him.
“Our show of hands was for determining action rather than voting on a decision?” Sam asks, handing the device to Rosalía.
“Burning daylight, Sam. Snails, waiting for all you to speak’s like waiting for a jackalope to skin itself into your pot. Shoot or give up the gun.”
“We were thinking, Mr. L’Heureux,” Grip says, his tone cold. “Sometimes a process requiring a few moments, which you would not understand.”
“What you playing?” Melchior asks him, kneeing Chucklehead toward the distant settlement. “Staying put?”
“Mel, this is not a workable—”
“Shifting?” Melchior calls back to Ivy.
“You know, Sam, it does make sense.” Ivy pulls her sungoggles back in place and lifts her reins. “We’ll take a look first. They are the fastest. You all can move around to the west. We will signal you once we have inspected the settlement.”
“We should not split apart in country we suspect to be contaminated,” Grip says.
“Come with us if you like, though someone must remain with the pack horses. We cannot all ride in.” Ivy clicks to Corra, who follows Chucklehead. “If there is trouble, what would be the sense in that?”
“Ivy, are you certain about this? It feels ominously like Smoke Junction, for which you were not present.”
“We will take every precaution, Sam. It is not as if we could choose an option which holds no risk if we want more supplies. Keep an extra pair of eyes out for us, all right?” She pushes Corra to catch up.
Behind her, Grip mutters in Spanish about stupid people being allowed to make life or death decisions for others, then orders Rosalía to take the pack horses around the settlement. This starts an argument about him being churlish, her not even having a close-quarters firearm, and ... something. Ivy’s Spanish is still too poor to catch more details. She wonders what Rosalía thinks of their plan, but Rosalía would not speak up due to Grip’s hostility over her being with them at all.
Ivy and Melchior move their mounts at a jog, then walk to the edge of the silent settlement of Sol Valle. Though a trickle still flows past the edge of town, the summer has been unkind to the valley: dusty brown and gold with little growth beyond Russian thistle.
Buildings have a stripped, tired look about them—bleached by sun, windblown in the now still valley, windows broken, doors hanging open. They pause to listen.
Ivy glances at Melchior. She shakes her head. He presses a finger to his lips, then salutes her with the same finger. Ivy glares after him as he nudges Chucklehead off with his knee.
The smell ... yes. She does detect the old smell; musty, rotting smell. Yet air is so still. The horses toss their heads, huffing in deep breaths, lashing their tails. Chucklehead shies at nothing.
Ivy draws her four-round. They must have been here. But now? If so, they will be sunning, waiting for food. And they will hear the horses even without the extra allure of human voices.
They pass outlying buildings without trouble, yet Ivy reins back at the row of opposing timber structures. The idea of riding through an alley....
She turns Corra and, with Melchior and Chucklehead following, starts around one side, at the rear of the buildings. They circle town, venturing to more of the scattered structures and scouting two small stables stocked with visible sacks of feed. They do not even appear torn open by raccoons or nibbled by rats.
She recalls Raton Pass and scans doors and windows for boards or barricades. She looks for ash or burnt-out buildings. She sniffs as they pass an old stable.
Nothing.
Ivy lets out her breath. Perhaps the people of Sol Valle, good or otherwise, moved on, escaping before attack. If they did meet a tragic end, the agents of the deed are gone.
She glances at Melchior, who lifts his eyebrows.
Ivy nods. As he dismounts, she looks around to see Grip to the north. El Cohete has his ears pinned. He backs, then steps up as Grip keeps him there. Much farther away, Sam and Rosalía wait with the three pack horses. As Ivy looks at them, they start forward. Grip does not move any closer.
Melchior leads Chucklehead to a feed shed at the back of a loafing box. He throws one split rein in a loop around the top rail of the fence extending out from the shelter as Ivy dismounts.
He pushes back his hat, stepping into the dim shed. “Plenty of oats and corn. Recoup all they’ve eaten so far. Get us across Arizona Territory. Enough hay for our work besides.” Melchior grabs a sack and tosses it out to her.
Ivy still has Corra’s reins in hand—though she holstered the four-round—and she is not expecting fifty pounds of flying oats to come her way. An instant later she sits in dirt, the wind knocked out of her, gasping dust, the heavy sack across her lap.
Melchior appears in the shed doorway with another sack. “What’re you sitting there for?”
“You—are—” Ivy chokes on oat dust, heaving burlap off her jacket.
“Couldn’t take that sack?” He seems honestly bewildered.
“Certainly. If you had handed—you—you’re a—”
“Go on. Can’t draw anything fresh not already aimed at these ears some time or other.” Melchior throws down his sack ten feet from the shed and returns to grab hers, starting a pile for the pack animals to collect. “Should be able to haul out four and hay. Too heavy for them, already loaded, but they’ll have a good supper and cut down.” He walks back past her for another.
Why does he still upset her? How can it surprise her that it does not cross his mind to offer a hand?
Ivy looks up at Corra, stroking her nose. “Seventeen years is a long time to forget in a few months, isn’t it?”
Corra jerks her head high, snorting.
Chucklehead tries to rear against the fence.
A yell from the shed, a muffled thump of heavy impact, and Melchior flies outside, crashing to his back in dirt almost on top of Ivy. Over him a great, decaying former human grapples for his face; Melchior’s hands on its neck, every muscle strained against the deadly strength of the riser determined to sink teeth into his flesh.
Ivy has the four-round in her hand as Corra rips free. Not a second to consider the ramifications of using it in this situation—better to be electrocuted than bitten. She fires at point-blank range into the riser’s skull, inches above Melchior’s own face.
The riser is hurled sideways, blank eyes wide. The whole figure convulses in spasms which snap dead muscles into rigid immobility. Melchior lets out a fresh shout of pain. His hands seem locked, holding the riser in place, then he throws the body from him.
Shots from a revolver and larger weapons beat on Ivy’s ears as she grabs Melchior’s arm, pulling him away, looking up at the same time. To see more.
Running from doorways, climbing through broken windows, bursting from stables, sprinting, silent.
How? How could they possibly be in hiding?
Melchior seems unable to breathe, mouth wide, hair on end. Static shocks Ivy as she touches him. He clutches his chest as she pulls him to a sitting position, shouting at him to get up.
Ivy aims the four-round past him to catch a black-eyed former child only yards away. Another follows, struck as the child is thrown backward in spasms, stiff with the electric current.
Front ranks running from farmhouses are dropped by bullets from Grip or the others. Chucklehead rears, jerking the rail from the post, kicking up clouds of dust.
Ivy tugs Melchior after her as he fights to get his feet under him.
A decayed rancher lunges for Chucklehead and she shoots. The cartridge strikes the jaw rather than skull, but the gray figure is thrown to dust, convulsing as the shock surges up the brainstem. The stallion tramples it, also receiving a jolt, leaping almost on top of Ivy to get away. His rein rips free of the fence rail as she releases Melchior to catch it.
One round left.
Now on his knees, Melchior draws his revolver. He gasps for breath. Though able to see through sungoggles, he takes two shots to catch one in the skull as it runs for them.
Ivy grabs Chucklehead’s near stirrup. Reins tangled in her left fist, four-round back in the holster, snatching the saddle, she throws herself onto his back.
Melchior and the others shoot past them. A struck riser, traveling on momentum, crashes against the stallion’s hind legs. He kicks, throwing Ivy over his neck. She seizes his mane and keeps her seat, using a tight rein to pull him around beside Melchior.
Melchior shoots as Chucklehead charges up against him, trying to run. The impact almost throws Melchior to the ground, but he catches his packs and fire-shooter behind the saddle.
Ivy reaches to grab his arm. His stirrups are too long for her to make use of them in the saddle and she pitches dangerously sideways.
“What are you doing? Get up here!”
But Melchior is not helping himself to leap up behind her. He tears the fire-shooter free, whipping it down from the saddle like a bat to club a riser across the ear as it springs for him.
“Melchior, no! He will—”
Melchior holds down a trigger, yanks a lever back on the barrel, and a jet of flame explodes a dozen feet out from the chunky device in a stream so hot, Ivy feels as if her own skin is being burned. The pack is struck in the horizontal fountain of fire with such force several are thrown backward, hair, clothes, and skin instantly alight.
Ivy has no time to see more or make another attempt to help Melchior up. Chucklehead, who has always loathed the very smell of the device, tears away from the spot as if shot from a cannon. Ivy hangs on with knees and fists, still dragging back on his mouth, though she might as well be pulling with a thread.
Grip rides closer, covering them and already down to his pocket revolver, as Chucklehead flashes past El Cohete. Ahead, Sam and Rosalía fight with the three pack horses and their own mounts to keep them there. Corra has come to a stop some distance behind them, waiting for her herd.
How is Grip supposed to cover himself and Melchior and get the latter onto his saddle all at once with one hand and struggling with his own horse? Why couldn’t he just have jumped up behind her? Yet ... if he had, how would they ever have lost the pack in this open, treeless valley? Their horses would be dead of exhaustion before that tireless bunch was left behind.
Ivy lets her left rein slip away for slack, bunches the right in both fists, then drags the galloping stallion’s head around as if hauling herself up a rope. He breaks stride, body following his nose as he turns in a wide arc, still going at a fast canter. She gives him the right back and he keeps on, running for Melchior.
Melchior hurries backward from blazing risers, some still heading for him, others preoccupied by the state of their burning bodies. They hold their own faces or reach out to touch others, soaking up the fire.
Grip’s shots drop those almost upon Melchior as he stumbles, turns, and runs in earnest.
Seeing the now inactive fire-shooter bearing down on him, Chucklehead slams down his heels and slides. He lunges onto his hind legs so violently, Ivy fears he will go over backward. Holding on with hands and knees, yelling at Melchior to drop the device, she allows the leather to rip through her fingers, kicks Chucklehead, then reaches around to catch Melchior’s arm as the horse lands on all fours.
Fire-shooter slung over his shoulder, Melchior catches Ivy’s duster with one hand, the cantle with the other, and leaps up behind. Chucklehead is off again while Melchior pulls himself up.
Grip rides at their flank, El Cohete’s black and tan legs a blur. Sam and Rosalía are ahead, having no difficulty getting the pack animals to flee. Beyond them, Corra now flies like a shadow before the sun, reins flapping.
Ivy casts a glance back to see burning risers milling about the corral and feed shed. A few try to run after. Others, including new arrivals, are too distracted by fire to pay them any attention.
They travel to the edge of the valley before encouraging the horses to slow. Ivy switches mounts and they proceed at a jog to cool the animals. Finally, climbing western hills toward the border of Arizona Territory, they slow to a walk.
Ivy looks through her sungoggles to a trickle of black smoke. Motion, as if from ants, is hardly visible.
Melchior reins in Chucklehead beside her to look around.
Not one ant follows.
“Thanks,” Ivy says.
Melchior nods. “You too.”
“Anytime. I might just ... keep my own horse next time, if you don’t mind.”
“Reckon that’d be all right.”
They reload various weapons. Rosalía hands Ivy back her telescope. The five riders and eight horses go on in silence.
Even later, no one says much about Sol Valle. Melchior explains that the riser from the shed leapt through the small window on top of him, throwing both through the doorway with its force. And no one seems as interested as Ivy feels they should in knowing this was the first sign of intelligence she has spotted in western risers. They are adapting, planning, lying in wait inside buildings where a rider cannot see them until it is too late. They are not only surviving. They are thriving.
The next day, as they ride through eastern Arizona Territory, they spot a ranch cabin and outbuildings some way off to the south. They draw up, look, then all ride on west without a word.



Fifty-Eighth
The Pupil
Ivy formerly studied music and French, world history and geography, art, sewing, mathematics, and managing household accounts. She knew where all the major veins and arteries in the body ran, how to tell the temperature of an oven by holding her hand inside, and which pigments to mix on a palette for any desired shade.
In her previous life, she enjoyed lessons. Her father believed in the education of young ladies and told her knowledge was a privilege, not a given. Her own curiosity delighted him as much as it frustrated her mother—needlework and running the house, with the occasional social event, could occupy a lady’s time without poking about medical texts or ancient maps. Even so, her mother, like her father, like so many from her former life, were remarkably patient, accepting souls. And Ivy never even knew.
The sixth time Melchior shouted at her in two days for leaning forward in the saddle when she felt off-balance, rather than leaning back, she jumped off Elsewhere in the livery stable corral and walked away.
“Riled with me ’cause you’re doing it wrong?” he asked, catching Elsewhere’s bit as the mustang followed Ivy.
“I’m doing it wrong?” She spun to face them as she reached the gate.
Elsewhere tossed his head. Melchior scowled, chewing a stick of straw since he usually refrained from smoking in the stable.
“You are supposed to be teaching me,” Ivy went on. “You tell me one thing, one time, then expect me to do it perfectly every single time after that.”
“Been riding over a year. Hardly—”
“I have not ridden like this! I should have thought that would be obvious.”
“‘I should have thought’ basics might’ve penetrated that skull by now. You sit up in the saddle—not slouch forward like a—”
“I do not slouch! I’m trying to get used to riding with my knees stuck out at—”
“If you don’t want to learn, why’d you ask?”
Then there was Grip. He loaned her his pocket revolver and set up empty cans on a sawhorse at the base of a hill just outside Santa Fé’s protective wall. Speaking around a cigarette as she held her breath, he told her how to load, cock, hold, and aim the weapon. She essentially knew this, having previously used the Colt Lightning without love or success.
When she nodded and got around to lifting the gun at arm’s length, Grip walked away.
“Where are you going?” Ivy lowered the weapon.
“Mr. Chanderton expects me to clean out the row today.”
“Can it wait half an hour? What about the lesson?”
“Given.”
“I have not even fired a shot. What about teaching me to hit something? Isn’t that the important part?”
He frowned. “You know how to hold and where the trigger lies.”
“Yes.”
“Go ahead.”
She lifted the gun once more, Grip behind her, blowing out smoke.
“Now what?” she asked. “Sight down the barrel?”
“If such appeals to you.”
“Should I close one eye, or leave both open?”
“You’re asking the wrong man.”
She looked at him. His expression remained blank. She sighted down the barrel, closed her left eye, changed to the right, lined up the nose of the pocket revolver with a can thirty feet away.
“You’ve already hit,” Grip said.
She yanked the trigger, remembering too late that she was not supposed to do that. Melchior told her long ago it was a steady squeeze. The explosion of the gun in her face made her jump, muscles tense, breath shallow. She had no clue where the bullet went.
Grip took a breath, then lowered his cigarette, looking from impervious cans to Ivy. “Why do you fear the weapon?”
“It is loud. It’s capable of killing me. I do not know where the bullet will go. I have never used it before.”
He returned the cigarette to his lips before holding his left hand out to her. “Then you should not be using it.”
Ivy withdrew. “Wait—I am just starting. I will get better and feel more comfortable soon, I’m sure. That is the meaning of lessons.”
“Relax on your own time. Then return if you wish.”
“I must use the weapon in order to do that.” Ivy glanced around as she spoke. While shooting inside the city was frowned upon, making a loud noise outside the wall did nothing to ease tensions.
He still had his hand out. “Ammunition is too laborious to make and in too great demand for you to soothe your nerves with regular discharge of the revolver, Miss Jerinson. The eagle has one chance to learn to fly when it steps from a hundred-foot pine. Adjust your thinking prior to using the weapon. Not after.”
“How do you expect me to learn to manage it competently without teaching?”
“How can I teach when you are afraid to learn?”
“I am not afraid to learn. I am afraid of explosions in my face and being shot. Forgive me for being so weak and worthless and cowardly. I thought you might have a few pointers.” She shoved the gun into his hand and started to the west access door.
“Are you afraid of me?”
“What?” Ivy paused to look back. “No. Why would I be afraid of you?”
“Most people are, Miss Jerinson. Men twice your age and strong as mules, packing shotguns and six-shooters. Men who take on bears with knives and brand wild hogs with only a horsehair rope and their own quickness spacing them from death. So you need not call yourself weak or cowardly. Rather, you must adjust your thinking.”
She looked from his face to the revolver in his hand. “I only ... do not understand it, I suppose. All the more reason I need a teacher.”
“And your own weapon.”
With Melchior’s winnings, Ivy was able to purchase the derringer Grip found her from Mr. Abegglen, along with pre-made ammunition. The weapon was pricey, not of an ordinary derringer type: a long-barreled Tinestel Small Arms from Chicago which, according to Mr. Abegglen, had nearly the range and accuracy of a pocket revolver. But the gunsmith’s stock was stripped. And she needed something more substantial—even if the derringer was of revolutionary power.
It was not until her second, still ineffective, lesson alongside the wall that Ivy recalled firearms scattered on the maker’s workbenches.
By the end of August, she owned her own Tinestel Enhanced Double Derringer in blued steel and an exquisite weapon from Oliver which he called a four-round. This handgun, in maple, steel, and burnished brass, boasted a rotating chamber like a revolver, but held only four large rounds of heavy gauge ammunition similar to a shotgun. Rather than exploding with shot, the four-round let off an electrical burst upon shattering the shell cap. This, Oliver eagerly explained, was meant to disrupt the brain function of the riser and destroy it, even if a direct hit to the skull failed. Having never tested one on the real thing, he requested her feedback on its effectiveness.
Though it weighed close to four pounds when loaded, far more even than Melchior’s long Colt, the four-round fit her hand well, the grip feeling smooth and snug in her palm.
Grip seemed put out when she first met him with the four-round for a lesson.
“A maker’s gun?” He tensed as he stared at it.
“Isn’t it beautiful? Oliver practically gave it to me. I promised to report how it did. He made it to combat risers.” Smiling, she turned the weapon in the sun.
“And rifles were made to ‘combat’ large game,” Grip said.
Ivy looked up. “I have no intention of shooting this at a human being. Or any other firearm. That’s not what this is about.”
“Did he not burn his weapon plans?”
“He’s had this one for months. What do you have against makers? They revolutionized everyday living back East. I only wish there were more here.”
“Do you?” A raised eyebrow. “And I wish there were none at all.”
“This city could be gone by now without Oliver’s and Isaiah’s aid. Oliver is a good man.”
“And ignorant—knowing machines over minds.” Grip turned away, gesturing impatiently toward the cans.
Of course, she still could not hit anything.
With her own weapons, she also needed new clothes. She sewed for hours every day, purchased a ready-made man’s duster which she took to bits and remade to fit herself, studied patterns, and stitched a new identity.
She had some assistance from Rosalía, who offered practical ideas, but Ivy soon found Winter was no more help. She became distraught by the whole idea of the attire and Ivy refrained from mentioning her work afterward. She also overlooked telling Winter that Grip was, in theory, teaching her to shoot.
While her lessons with Melchior continued in an unpleasant vein, she tried to get Sam to show her how to use a rifle. Rather than hostile or impatient, Sam seemed unwilling to teach her anything. He did not think it proper for her to bother with rifles and shotguns, and told her his Henry repeating rifle was too heavy for her: she could at least use a twenty-gauge “lady’s” shotgun if she must. But Ivy seldom found it difficult to get Sam to do what she wished.
When he dug in his heels, she asked him to teach her what he had learned in this country about roping and rapid mounts and dismounts. He also gave her pointers on falling off and how to avoid cracking her knee or hip by rolling or landing on her feet. Between this, he did finally introduce her to the rifle.
He showed her how to hold properly to protect herself from recoil, kneeling as she lined up her target, how to adjust height for range, and how to use the sight. Ivy found shooting the heavy rifle less alarming than she had imagined. Though loud, she felt more comfortable holding with both hands and knowing the nose where the bullet left was feet from her. She certainly took to the rifle faster than to riding or handguns.
After a session with Sam praising her abilities, Ivy once more faced shooting the oversized derringer with Grip at her shoulder, clearly eager to be somewhere else.
“You have never taught me to aim with one of these,” she said while reloading after another failed shot. “Do you know, I shot Sam’s rifle today and struck my targets.”
“If you prefer them, why did you not purchase a rifle?”
“That is not my point. Why can you not—?” She stopped as a vivid image of a desert cottontail scarcely making ten inches after breaking cover flashed before her eyes. The derringer in her hand, still in her old, abused dress, sweating below September sun, she rounded on him. “You don’t aim, do you?”
He frowned, seeming to consider the matter as if he had never thought of it before. “I ... do not believe so.”
“You don’t know?”
He still appeared unsure what to tell her, but shrugged.
She held the black derringer out to him, knowing he had never fired it before. “Shoot one of the cans off the sawhorse.”
He scowled.
“Please. For my education.”
Grip took the gun and shot a can. He handed it back to Ivy.
“You didn’t aim. You scarcely looked at the gun. Much less sighted down.”
His expression grew even more surly. “Why would you look at the gun? You are not shooting the gun. You are shooting the target.”
Ivy let out her breath. And she knew. Finally knew what he meant every time she lifted a weapon and he said in an undertone, “You have already hit.”
“It’s part of you.” She almost sighed the words. “Not a tool. That is why you haven’t been able to explain to me how to aim and sight. It would be like explaining to someone how to ... take a step, or lift a spoon off a table. So ... simple. It’s nothing. It defies explanation. But you have done this for years, a lifetime. I thought I could learn in a few weeks.” She gazed dismally down the makeshift range.
“It makes a difference?”
She looked at him.
“If you know the weapon is a part of you and you know you have already hit.... What more is there to know?”
Ivy laughed. “You are not considering how long it takes to make something second nature.” She lifted the derringer toward the cans, firing to demonstrate.
A second went flying off.
Ivy blinked stupidly several times. She turned to Grip.
He did not appear surprised, impressed, or congratulatory. He only stood, one knee bent with a foot raised to a rock, watching her.
“What was that?” Ivy snapped.
He shrugged. “You laughed.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You’ve never pulled that trigger relaxed before.”
“Relaxed,” Ivy whispered, looking again toward the target. She let out a breath. “I was not worried I wouldn’t hit it or it would make a loud noise. I just ... shot the can.”
“On instinct.”
Ivy turned again, beaming at him.
But Grip was walking away to the west door.
“Wait, I still need to learn to draw! And what about reloading quickly?” Ivy sighed, but could not remain outside on her own in case of moving targets. She ran after, smiling, almost laughing again.
While Ivy sewed and learned, Santa Fé faced tightened belts and growing frustrations from within. After months of sketchy performance, the telegraph and post offices locked their doors. No freighters had come in since July. Cornbread with beans or fried corn tortillas with peppers and beans seemed to make up four meals in five. Some people refused to accept cash for their tomatoes or goat milk any longer, asking instead for wool or bacon or new shoes or labor to fix a damaged roof or fence. With many turning to barter, Ivy found she had even less to offer than before.
As she was trying on and taking apart a duster and pants which she still could scarcely come to terms with, and losing sleep over finding a horse, she began overhearing rumors of plenty still to be found west in Arizona and California. To avoid misinformation and gain as much insight as possible, Ivy invited Sam, Melchior, Rosalía, and Grip to El Rio one evening.
They dragged together chairs at a small table in the packed saloon, speaking loudly over the din, eating stewed venison with corn tortillas and pickled onions for a change.
“Did you see the two riders from Arizona in yesterday?” Ivy asked the table at large.
“Unofficial dispatch,” Melchior said, scooping onions on a tortilla. “Couple fellows from west with kin here. Said they’d never seen a Plague-sick. To boot, seemed mighty distressed twigging these parts is up the spout.”
“I heard the same,” Ivy said. “Anyone who has arrived here in the past months from very far either west or south says this is the worst district they have seen.”
“Wanted protection, now aiming to shift the city?” he asked around a mouthful.
“What of bringing in freighters from San Francisco?” Ivy asked.
“Nothing in San Francisco but a bunch of miners.” Melchior shrugged.
“A port,” Sam said softly. “Any port city has potential.”
Ivy looked at Grip. “What is the nearest westward city of enough size to be worth visiting for goods and information?”
Rolling a cigarette on the tabletop, Grip did not look up. After a long pause in which even Melchior watched him, he said, “Monument.”
Melchior raised his eyebrows.
She knew the name from geography, but nothing else about it rung a bell.
“Where is Monument?” Ivy asked.
“West.” Grip said.
Rosalía snorted.
“Thank you.” Ivy sighed.
“Monument’s hundreds of miles from here,” Melchior said. “Ain’t riding to Monument.”
“What is the population?” Ivy asked. “Have you been?”
Grip nodded, sliding the rolled cigarette into his morning coat pocket and starting another. She could not tell if he was considering the matter, or simply resented being summoned to a meeting and asked questions.
“Twice the size of Santa Fé,” he said at last.
Ivy sat up. “Is it really?”
“Plans to run in a railroad,” Grip said, working deftly at the tobacco and paper. “Major line off the Transcontinental. Monument and Salt Lake City are two of the first stops. Coming in from the West Coast, Monument is a trade hub. Schools there, lawmen....”
“Why haven’t you mentioned it before?”
Grip glanced at her. “You never insinuated you had interest in what may exist west of New Mexico Territory, Miss Jerinson.”
“Monument is near the Kaibab, Ivy,” Rosalía said. “And Tierra Roja, the mining town by the canyon which sprang up with the strike.”
Ivy was unsure what the Kaibab was, but she had heard of Tierra Roja: a disreputable prospectors’ camp which grew into a town overnight, much like Silver City, San Francisco, and so many others.
“If Monument is such a hub, a freighter could be organized,” Ivy said. “How long to get there?”
“Riding alone,” Grip said, “seven days. For you lot? Twenty?”
“No seas ridículo,” Rosalía snapped.
Grip recoiled and Ivy suspected Rosalía had kicked him under the table.
“Less than ten days,” Rosalía said to Ivy.
“With three or four pack horses this time of year,” Melchior said, rolling a venison taco. “More if we could get them.”
“Espere.” Grip shook his head, glaring down at the table. “You’re talking bunkum. You wish to ride to Monument on a whim?”
“I would not say I ‘wish’ to,” Ivy said. “But someone should. What large city lies closer than Monument in a direction we may be reasonably sure is safe to travel?”
No one answered.
“What do you think?” Ivy looked at Sam.
He pushed his nearly full beer glass toward Melchior, who was chewing huge mouthfuls of meat and tortilla as if locked in a cage without food for days, and sat back. “I think we must consider one matter at a time. The goal seems admirable. What is to be gained from waiting in this town for aid which we have no reason to believe will arrive? However, we personally are in no position to go anywhere. We have two horses between three. Then, if we are to avoid starving our mounts on the way, we must acquire pack animals. We must also find and purchase provisions for both humans and horses for a long journey. Are such things to be had in the city these days? Even had we the finances?”
Ivy nodded slowly. It seemed Sam was hung up on details. Yes, she desperately needed a horse. But the rest? They were not completely starved yet in Santa Fé. They could sort out the rest.
She turned to Grip. “Would you go? If we went? Do you know the way?”
He slid the next cigarette in his pocket.
She thought Rosalía might encourage him, but Rosalía seemed tense and remained silent.
“You claim to desire escape from the city,” Ivy said.
“To avoid humanity, Miss Jerinson.”
“Of course. We won’t speak to you unless necessary on the trail. How does that sound?”
“Only if you return the favor,” Melchior said, mouth full.
Grip curled his lip at Melchior and started another roll.
“We will look into the horse difficulty,” Ivy said. “Do you know of any who might be for sale around the farrier’s?”
Grip shook his head.
She looked at Rosalía. “Would Íñigo sell me Corra?”
Rosalía’s eyebrows jumped. She exchanged a glance with Grip. “He’s been waiting for that mare to mature for years. She’s his foundation.”
“I could give her back. I won’t be out here forever. It could be an ... extended loan?”
“You can try, Ivy, but you would need more than a promise of a dance for that. What do you think?” To Grip.
He shrugged. “Could marry him.”
“Not what could she do.” Rosalía rolled her eyes. “I mean, what do you think her chances are?”
“Don’t want a mare on the trail anyway,” Melchior interrupted after an enormous swallow. “Trouble—”
“Unlike your beastly horse?” Ivy cut him off.
“Get you a horse in faro,” he said around another bite. “Good gelding.”
“Forget it.” Ivy stabbed down on a piece of meat and onion with her knife. “I will ask Íñigo.”
That same night, surely to prove he could, Melchior acquired a horse in a card game. Not faro though: he won with a pair of Jacks and a pair of threes at poker.
The next morning, he smugly waved Ivy after him and Sam to the livery stable.
“Ivy,” he said, holding out his arms to the first corral, “Meet Two Pair.”
A little mustang looked over at them as he chewed, hay falling from his jaws. He appeared bay over the fence, with a blaze so wide it dropped almost to his jaw and around his pink nose. He was, in fact, a pinto: four mottled white and black legs and patches of white across his ribs like a map.
“Sound, friendly horse,” Melchior said, smirking as he rested his arms across the top rail. “Make you a good riding horse if you want him.”
“I am sure he will do fine as a pack animal.” Ivy walked away.
She had scarcely started getting to know Two Pair—an unselfconscious and apparently dull-witted equine who blundered up to any human or animal, assuming returned benevolence—when she met Little Bird.
She and Melchior had just returned Elsewhere and Chucklehead to the livery after hours riding—during which he said her seat had not improved but at least she kept her heels down. They were walking to El Rio, Ivy stiff and silent, Melchior lighting a cigarette, when a palomino waiting at a hitching post outside the barber’s caught his eye.
Melchior glanced up, started past, then turned back to the horse as the shop door swung open. A haggard woman stepped out in simple homespun of a farmer’s wife. Her hair straggled down in sweaty curls below a limp hat, skirts brown with dust, eyes sunken in a gaunt face.
“Acquainted with this horse, ma’am?” Melchior asked, tipping his hat.
Ivy scowled. Odd how he could dredge up manners before a woman if he wanted something.
She looked up from a tiny hemp handbag she must have made herself. “Yes...? My son’s horse.”
“Any chance you’d want to sell him?” Melchior rested a hand on the palomino’s shoulder.
The horse turned his head as far as his rein would allow to regard Melchior with interest. Melchior stroked his cheek and blew gently into his nose.
The woman seemed taken aback. “Oh. I’m....”
Ivy felt her shoulders growing even more tense as she waited ten feet up the road, heartbeat racing, recalling the last time they stopped over a horse at a hitching post.
The door opened and a boy of twelve or thirteen stepped out, looking as dejected as the woman. “Says he can’t take help on no account, Ma. No one in town’s needing—” he stopped when he saw Melchior with the horse.
“Afternoon,” Melchior said, smiling. He ground out the cigarette with his boot toe, right hand still on the horse’s face. “Your horse?”
The boy glared. “What do you want with him?”
“Thomas,” the woman interrupted.
“Yes, sir.” A mumble.
“Just asking your ma if you’d want to sell him. Swagger the matter could be addressed to you. What’d you take for him?”
“He’s not for sale—”
But the woman cut him off, “He’s a valuable animal, young man. That horse is L’Heureux stock. My husband bought him from Charles L’Heureux two years ago as a three-year-old colt and Thomas trained him himself. You won’t find a gentler, more intelligent animal around. And strong.”
“Ma—” The boy turned to her, face imploring. “Sunny’s mine.”
“Is he?” Melchior smiled at the woman, bringing out all the perfect lines of his face which became easy to overlook when he was cursing over the stupidity of his student or stuffing his mouth like a wolverine. “Mighty fine strain of horseflesh.” To the boy: “Twig you’ve done a deservingly fine job bringing him along.”
The boy only frowned.
“Tell you what: good horses for sale in Santa Fé are scarce as hen’s teeth. All agree on that. I’m in need of a solid young horse and maybe your ma and pa could use the cash he’d fetch more than the horse as long as you’re all holed up here in the city?”
The boy remained mute, though the woman nudged him with an elbow in an effort to extract a polite affirmative.
“Take it you’re after a job also?” Melchior asked. “Another scarce commodity. Can’t beat cash for gravy, even now. What did your old man pay for him as a colt?”
“Thirty dollars,” the boy said, his chin lifting. “And that was unbroke and before the shortage and all.”
“Give you seventy for him.”
The boy’s jaw slammed shut as the woman’s mouth fell open.
“Trouble is, I’m already looking after three horses at the livery.” Melchior jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “May not be staying in these parts, but, long as the horse is boarded here, wonder if you’d consider taking on his care. I’ll buy him from you and pay you fifteen cents a day if you’ll see he’s looked to and taken out each day for exercise. Can’t leave a five-year-old in a stall all day. He’d go to pieces.”
The boy threw his mother an imploring look, his face anguished.
Her expression grew stern again, pushing him forward, a plea in her own tired eyes.
The horse turned his head to rest his nose against the boy’s chest. Thomas stroked the golden face and creamy forelock.
Looking at the horse, he said, “Eighty.”
“Got seventy,” Melchior said. “But I’ll make it twenty cents a day.”
The boy’s jaw was tight, his lips pressed together. At last, he hugged the horse’s head, then turned abruptly to Melchior and held out his hand, blinking several times.
Melchior shook his hand. “You take good care of him here. I’ll take good care of him on the trail. Right?”
The boy nodded as they shook.
Melchior pulled a suede pouch from his trouser pocket and handed it to the boy. “Seventy in dust. See you at livery in the morning?”
The boy took the bag and nodded again. He cast one more look at the horse, then hurried away, his mother rushing after.
Melchior pulled the slipknot on the palomino’s reins and rubbed his brow as the horse sniffed up and down his cotton sleeves.
“Little Bird, Little Bird, grown up and strong,” Melchior murmured, resting his forehead against the horse’s. “Been on a good pasture?”
The horse pricked his ears to the voice, standing quietly.
“Our Pajarito’s Sunny now?” Melchior stroked the cream mane back from the glossy neck to reveal a small brand like an elongated L-H, which he ran his fingers over. “Golden colt’s no colt anymore? He’d be proud of you. Proud of that boy.” He stroked the horse’s ears, down his throat to his jaw, his chin.
Ivy watched, motionless on the sidewalk. Her heart no longer pounding, her breath no longer held. Since May, when they rode away from the ranch together, Ivy had hardly ever heard Melchior mention his father.
He started back toward the stable with the golden horse, talking to Little Bird. “Ever worn a pack? Still sensible, right? You’ll teach that half-baked pinto a thing or two.”
Ivy remained still for a long time before she continued to El Rio.
Sam awaited her on the step. “Care for lunch?”
“Thank you.” Ivy took his arm.
“Did I just see Mel walking away with a palomino?”
“You did. We have another new horse.”
“A small miracle.”
“Yes.” Ivy stood as Sam pushed open the batwing door for her, staring back toward the barber’s and livery. “Sam ... he makes me feel I am going insane.”
“Melchior?”
“Do you ever suspect he is two people?”
“At least two.”
She looked at him, smiling while he waited for her to step through the doorway. She smiled as well, shaking her head before moving into the dim saloon.
Ivy hated to admit how much she took to Little Bird—also known as Pajarito, which meant roughly the same thing—over the next week. Melchior informed her Little Bird was half brother to Gambit and she rode the gentle palomino instead of Elsewhere if Sam came out with them on lessons. Besides an agreeable disposition, he was a beautiful animal, not over-large and not too small, powerfully built, healthy. And, as Melchior pointed out many times, a shame to waste all that potential on a pack horse.
But they did need pack horses if they were going anywhere. Preferably as many as they had riding horses to make sure none starved on the trip. Melchior continued searching, yet his luck seemed to have run dry.
Dealing faro one night, a stone-sober rancher called him on a rigged deck and a brawl ensued which left a good deal of bloody cleanup for the saloon girls, a shattered molar and doctor’s call for Melchior, and Cody Shannon hiring a replacement dealer.
Though he had difficulty eating for some time after, Melchior was inclined to shrug the whole event off. Ivy had no strong feelings on the matter besides regretting the loss of income, certain Melchior had been fortunate not to lose several teeth—or his life, since infection was so common out here. Sam, on the other hand, seemed distressed and asked Melchior, not for the first time, to quit the games or play straight to avoid being shot over a card hand.
So they had dwindling funds, no new income, and no more pack prospects. A perfect time to start a grueling journey. Also the perfect time to approach Rosalía’s little brother about selling her a horse.
Íñigo and Mateo both now participated in occasional watch shifts at the wall, but Ivy preferred yammering children to sneering watchmen and called on Íñigo at home. Amaya, Mateo’s wife, heavily pregnant, spoke little English and was perpetually cooking and looking after several children. No matter how busy or harassed she might be, Amaya complicated any visit of Ivy’s by answering the door and asking her in.
It had taken Ivy weeks just to sort out that Mateo and Amaya did not have seven or eight children. They had three. Five-year-old Sofía, four-year-old Buen, and a baby of about eighteen months whose name Ivy never could catch since everyone in the family called her Chiquitina. Where all the rest came from, Ivy had no idea, but she had never set foot in this side of the house—the other side being inhabited only by Rosalía and her parents—without at least five or six dashing around, in or out.
The second day in a row she called in an effort to see Íñigo about the horse, Amaya asked her in and sent Buen to fetch Tío Íñigo.
Buen told Sofía to get him while Buen showed Ivy the real glass marbles he won off his big cousin Andrés. A little girl in braids asked if Ivy was the woman who doctored Plague-sick because that was what her great uncle Zamorano told her. A pair of boys Sofía’s age raced inside waving stick-guns and yelling like they were being flogged. All this while Amaya offered her something to drink, asked her to sit down, and would she stay for cena?
Ivy may have been better able to follow if at least some of this was in English, though perhaps it would not have helped. All the children, and Amaya, seemed convinced of Ivy’s linguistic skills based solely on her mastery of simple, polite phrases and a vocabulary including words like bebida and juguetes. Even when the company was more diverse, particularly at the family’s Sunday potlucks, Spanish remained the common tongue whether your playmate had black or blonde hair.
Ivy’s head was spinning by the time Íñigo joined her. He snatched a blue marble out of Buen’s hand and pretended to eat it as he walked past.
Buen screamed.
Ivy longed to cover her ears. She smiled at Íñigo, having to raise her voice to ask if she could have a moment of his time. He threw the marble down the street when he stepped out with her. Ivy was horrified, imagining how she would feel if someone did such a thing to one of her own possessions, either now or in childhood. Buen only went tearing after it on his bare feet, apparently finding the whole incident humorous.
“I wondered if I might have a word,” Ivy said, watching Buen dash away. “About your horse.”
“About the ants in the ground, the hawks in the sky.” Íñigo waved his arm expansively. “Any and all—”
“Yes, thank you. It won’t take a moment.” But Ivy flushed as she spoke. When had she started interrupting people so often? She was brought up better. No—not supposed to think like that anymore. She was surviving. Of course, her mother would say one did not have to be rude to live. But her mother never lived in the West.
Ivy cleared her dry throat. “About Corra. Thank you for letting me borrow her, Íñigo.”
“Of course. Anything to the most lovely lady in—”
“What would you take for her?”
“—whose eyes put the brightest stars in Heaven to shame—”
“—haven’t much now—”
“Grace of a cat and voice of an angel—”
“Íñigo, please.” Ivy faced him. “I need a horse. But I would not have to keep her forever. You know I will be returning East ... in the future. Then I will give her back. I won’t need her. I can buy her with the understanding that she is to return to you.”
Buen ran into the house, yelling about marbles. Or food.
For a full five seconds Íñigo went on beaming at her. Slowly, his smile melted.
“Excuse me?” he said at last.
“I would like to buy Correcaminos.”
Íñigo rubbed the back of his neck. “Señorita, Íñigo would do anything for a lady as cautivador as yourself—”
“I will return her. You can still have your broodmare.”
He looked at her, slowly shaking his head.
Ivy’s heart beat faster. She grabbed one of is hands in hers. “Please, Íñigo. I realize she is important to you. I know you cannot replace her. But I desperately need her. Only for a time. Please.”
He stared down at her fingers on his. She had never seen the young man at a loss for words.
“I will give you one hundred dollars for her,” Ivy said, squeezing his hand.
This seemed to break the spell because Íñigo laughed. “Does she rob banks now besides battling outlaws and Plague-sick?”
“I mean it. One hundred. And will give her back as soon as I can. You keep the money. One hundred for a loan.”
He looked again into her eyes, then turned toward his goat pens and corral far behind the house, running into the edges of joint bean, squash, and corn crops and the barricading wall. The jet black mare was visible dozing on her feet beside Volar.
Íñigo swallowed.
“Please.” Ivy spoke in little more than a whisper. “It would mean so much to me.”
He looked at her hand, into her eyes, and nodded.
Ivy hugged him. “Thank you. You don’t know—thank you so much, Íñigo.” She released him, breathless. “I’ll get you the money as soon as I can.”
Íñigo blinked, dazed from the embrace or the sum or his own realization he had just given up his most prized possession. “You ... do not have it, señorita?”
“Of course not. Not right now. But I can get it. Don’t worry.” She pressed his hand in both of hers, then called a final thanks as she hurried away.
She was almost to the boarding house to tell Sam—giddy, her ragged, patched skirt flapping—when an iron bell rang from the wall. The next moment, men were shouting, running past, climbing ladders, rushing to the northeast corner.
Ivy started to follow, cringing, wondering what imbecile thought a bell as loud as a shot was a good idea for alarm. Then she remembered her guns and ran to the boarding house first.



Fifty-Ninth
Surprises
Men were already shooting down the side of the wall from vantages on lookout platforms as Ivy ran back, panting, with her new gun belt on over the old dress. Ladders might still be a problem. Another reason to hurry up her sewing.
Men at the top laughed, making faces and calling insults in English and Spanish to the attacking pack, ribbing one another with comparisons to each other’s faces, or the faces of their wives.
No sign of the imposing Eugene Brownlow yet, though Sheriff Thurman and marksman José Antonio Zamorano, universally known as Zamorano, both reached the noisy wall just before Ivy.
At sight of the two, the tone sobered slightly. One man called down in Spanish that they had all under control—or did he say everything was low to the ground? No one bothered addressing Thurman. Since Brownlow had grown in esteem and Zamorano already had respect, it seemed no one ever did bother addressing Thurman.
With all at the corner, Ivy made her way up an empty ladder unchallenged. From the top of the rickety walkway, she looked over the wall to a small pack reaching for men above.
Ivy felt a flash of apprehension to see them climb on top of their fallen companions, and even those still scrambling, in order to reach higher. All the more reason for constant watch, not this random affair Brownlow oversaw.
More importantly, stragglers from the pack still rushed the wall, drawn at a run by noise from shots, voices, and that bell someone finally silenced.
Ivy lifted her four-round in both hands, tracking a running form, then realized she held her breath due to the rotten stink of them. She lowered her arms, gave her shoulders a shake, took a deep breath. No problem. Relax. Her horse. She had her own horse again. Sort of.
Smiling, Ivy raised the gun. She did not think, but pointed where it seemed she needed the round to go and pulled the trigger as the portly, almost completely naked riser reached the wall to snap at men above.
The electric round struck the base of the neck, across the collarbone. The charge exploded through soft tissue, sending portly into a spasming convulsion, knocking into several others which jerked and shuddered. Men above missed their targets, cursed, and look around in bewilderment.
The thin-faced, beady-eyed Jakes spotted her and led the onslaught in asking what the hell she was doing up there.
Ivy ignored him, finding another. This time, she got a skull. Wonder. First time shooting at moving targets and a skull. They were extremely close. But still. Heartbeat fast, feet weightless, she felt an even stronger surge than when she learned she could have the horse.
Voices interrupted joy as language grew stronger. Ivy looked up to see Jakes bearing down at her along the narrow walkway.
“Git! What in hell’d you mean by it, girl? What is that thing?”
The man’s face was red, his own riser targets forgotten as men behind also turned to her.
“I am assisting,” Ivy said stiffly, not raising her voice. “And what difference does it make what kind of gun I carry?”
“Get off there!” He was almost upon her, his silver Colt waving at her.
A whole different kind of racing heart. Ivy braced her feet, platform wobbly below her, no rail to her right where the wall opened to the inside. Only the ladder, but he was not giving her time to reach that, even had she tried.
With his own revolver, Jakes struck the four-round a savage blow, rocketing the weapon from Ivy’s hand, narrowly missing her fingers. The gleaming brass seemed to spark as it flew over men gathering along the wall.
Ivy was knocked back, stepping away from Jakes with the impact, heart in her throat at the idea of that gun discharging into the crowd.
But someone caught it. As Ivy looked fleetingly that way, grabbing the side of the wall for balance and nearly toppling over, she saw Rosalía. Skirts dusty from having run to see the trouble, Rosalía caught the fiery weapon and, for a split second, met Ivy’s eyes.
Ivy already had the long derringer off her belt. Not nearly as swift as Grip or Melchior drew, but she was back upright in a second, the tiny gun aimed into Jakes’s face. Blood hammered in her ears. Visions of the last time she faced this man beat at her until she could not say if the present watching crowd held their breaths or shouted or laughed.
Jakes grinned, turning into a twisted leer which churned her stomach. “Sure thing,” he said. “Go ahead.”
No, of course. He knew. She knew. Everyone watching knew she was not about to kill a man. Not even this one.
Ivy shifted her aim into his shoulder, never taking her eyes from his, never blinking. She drew back the blued steel hammer.
His smile slipped. His eyes darted from her face to the black gun in her hand.
“I believe you have a job to tend,” Ivy said softly, hardly able to hear her own voice as echoes of screaming children fighting to get inside this same wall pounded her.
Jakes remained still another moment, then turned, sneering, back to his fellows and the last few stragglers of the pack.
Ivy climbed down the ladder, relieved when Rosalía did not meet her and she could walk alone from the sizable group. Buzzing in her ears largely deafened her to sarcastic comments following her footsteps.
She was wet with sweat and still breathing hard by the time she climbed stairs in the boarding house to her room, leaving both doors ajar.
She hardly sat down on the edge of the bed when Rosalía joined her, holding the heavy four-round out, grinning. “Congratulations—”
“Don’t.” Ivy stood to take the gun in a still shaky hand. “Thank you. I—” She shook her head.
Rosalía’s grin faded. “What’s wrong?”
“Besides the obvious?” Again, Ivy stopped herself. “I’m sorry.”
“Maybe you should start with the obvious?”
“That I made myself look a complete dolt in front of half the town? Again.” Ivy paced to the window. “That I can do nothing which does not draw mockery? And whose idea was it to set up a bell on the wall? Do you know what that does? It draws more.” She pulled off her stiff gun belt and dropped it with the guns on the desk.
Rosalía cocked her head. “I’ll ask Mateo to mention it to Zamorano. Anything else?”
“I only wanted the practice. I never should have gone up there. I wasn’t thinking. I was all caught up in—” Ivy stopped, flopping back onto the edge of the bed, recalling the wonderful elation she felt only ten minutes ago. “I was being stupid again,” she finished under her breath.
“I see. That may not have been as obvious as you guessed. We missed you this morning,”
Ivy let out her breath and glanced to the window. No breeze entered the sweltering room. She never should have started going to the occasional Mass. Now Rosalía already seemed to take her presence for granted. It was not even Sunday.
She looked at thread spilling off the desk chair, cotton trimmings scattered across the rug, pieced-together duster, stockings on the floor, wool and canvas on the bed, needles stuck in the top quilt to find again, empty pincushion on the desk.
When did she start living like this? And why did she think it all right for Rosalía to visit the carnage?
Flushed, Ivy stood once more. “I beg your pardon, Rose. I should have come out this morning. I lose track of time and find one hundred.... Thank you for the four-round. I will come with you on Sunday and help with lunch.”
Rosalía, who was not usually slow at taking hints, slipped past her to study her duster in the trunk.
“One hundred what?”
“Dollars. Rose—”
“For your steamcoach?”
“For my horse.”
Rosalía turned. “He didn’t.”
Ivy almost forgot the state of her bedroom as a light feeling rose once more in her chest. “Extended loan only. While I’m here, she’s mine. But, I owe him one hundred dollars.”
“And your gold is gone.”
“Very gone.”
“Show me your work.” Rosalía looked around the mess. “Aren’t you done yet? I’ve been aching to see your outfit.”
“It’s not—”
Rosalía lifted the duster in her delicate hands, feeling along seams. “It’s beautiful. It looks finished.”
Beautiful? It was a man’s coat taken apart and reassembled to fit a fairly average woman while leaving its volume to flare at the bottom as it hung past her knees. Though she had seen women in New Mexico Territory in split skirts to ride astride, Ivy felt her own was an all or nothing decision. The duster was practical and protective against the elements. Not a new fashion.
“It is finished, I suppose,” Ivy admitted. “The tunic is a problem. And I have not tried everything on together. There are still small—”
“Please do.” Rosalía beamed once more as she faced Ivy, holding the duster. “You’ve done wonderful work.”
“You helped. And Winter with patterns.” To avoid looking as if she might be ready to change clothes, Ivy sat back on the foot of the bed. “They’re not all finished.”
“Almost.” Rosalía waved a hand. “Finish and come to Winter’s on Saturday all dressed up and we’ll have supper. She’ll want to see what you’ve made.”
She would? Ivy could not even admit to Winter she was learning to shoot.
Ivy looked from the umber coat to dark charcoal pants, then scattered, pale undergarments across the bed frame.
She looked back at Rosalía. “These are not town clothes. Maybe you and Winter could come over here to see them?”
“Don’t be silly. You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”
Ivy said nothing.
“Then work up to it. Come over Saturday. We’ll help if there are alterations needed, though your work is excellent.”
“Is that why it has taken weeks?”
“Why do you put yourself down?” Rosalía left the duster to sit on the bed beside her, reaching across to feel the soft, rusty red wool of her unfinished tunic.
Criticized now as well as poor and hot and mocked?
“Your Boston dress can be mended again,” Rosalía said when Ivy did not speak. “Wear these a few days and you’ll have a new dress as well. You don’t have to wear your riding outfit in town each day if you’re not comfortable.”
Ivy nodded, not looking at her. “The girl of all work patched it before and did a wonderful job. But she is so busy now with the boarding house always full....”
“I’ll help you, though Xochitl has more than one over on me in this regard.”
“Do you know her?”
“Second cousin. But not well. What’s still wrong?”
“Rose, what do you do when you get a mouthful of dust?”
Rosalía’s brows drew together. “That’s what’s troubling you? You spit it out.”
“I was afraid you would say that. What about in town?”
“You ... turn your back and spit it out? I don’t know why you’re so troubled over that pendejo. You should be congratulated. Do you know, Grip admitted to me you could hit what you meant to with your derringer? Which, from him, is like saying you’re a model student. And Correcaminos is yours—who could have imagined that possible?”
“Not until I pay for her.” Ivy looked at the gun belt on the desk while Rosalía waited. At last she said, “It is difficult to take pride in one’s accomplishments when they lead to the unknown and likely undesired.”
“What journey leads us through that which is known? If it does, what would be the purpose?”
Ivy glanced at her. “Why are you and Winter kind to me?”
“Winter is kind to everyone. I felt sorry for you when we met. Now—” She shrugged and flopped on her back, gazing at the ceiling. “I enjoy talking with you. Unless you are feeling sorry for yourself and futile. My sisters-in-law and friends of my age are all concerned with their homes and husbands and children. I’m the oldest unmarried woman in my family. Not just right now. Ever in family history as far as I’m aware. You’re intelligent. You’re a good listener.”
Was she? Ivy was the one constantly pouring out her problems to Rosalía. Not the other way around.
“I am sorry—”
“Come to Winter’s on Saturday? Two more days to finish. And bring the dress. We’ll give it a good wash. Sus cama es cómoda.”
Was it comfortable? Ivy frowned at the quilt. “Perhaps it is. I suppose that is one more matter of relativities and beliefs.”
Rosalía looked at her. “¿Entiendes?”
“Of course I understood you. You’ve been teaching me Spanish for months. And I hear it everywhere, everyday. I like to think I’m not as slow a pupil as your brother and my cousin believe—I’d be moving backward.”
Rosalía laughed. “You’re always telling me you can’t follow.”
“When multiple people are talking or too fast or the vocabulary is too unfamiliar to catch essentials.”
Rosalía propped herself on one elbow, head on her hand, asking in Spanish what Ivy wanted for supper on Saturday.
Winter had enough cooking to make her living without Ivy thrown in. She gazed around the room, rubbing her sweaty palms into the quilt by her knees, wishing a breeze would ever find its way through that little window.
“Ice. I might stop by the maker’s and get some ice.”
“I’ll go,” Rosalía said. “And I’ll make horchata. We’ll celebrate your new style.”
“Not what it is,” Ivy said, though she smiled ruefully across the room at her coat. It did have a nice, trim waist.
Rosalía prodded her ribs with a finger—something she did to tickle nieces and nephews. “Going to try them on to show me?”
“Saturday.”
“I want to see first.”
“You’re as impatient as everyone else around here.”
“Anhelante, entusiasmado—”.
“Do you imagine poking people will get you what you wish?”
“It works on my brothers. How else would I have learned to shoot?”
“You should have had a sister,” Ivy said, thinking of Kitty and their delicate games as girls. Tiny china tea sets, porcelain dolls.
Rosalía sat up to wrap an arm around her. “They’ll call us Misñorita Ruinson.”
Ivy laughed, almost falling off the bed as Rosalía leaned on her. “Such a ring to it.”
By the time Rosalía left, Ivy had almost forgotten Jakes and needing to come up with one hundred dollars and getting to Arizona. Almost.
By Saturday, it seemed she could think only of these matters. Still angry about the wall, wondering about a possible trip, losing sleep over the fee for her horse, she stitched and ripped out and stitched and finally had her outfit complete on Saturday morning.
Melchior still gambled, even if he could not deal, but Ivy avoided asking him for money since Sam found the gambling so off-putting. She could borrow money from Oliver, certain the maker would gladly hand over a full crate of silver. But what difference did it make to switch the person she owed money?
On Saturday afternoon she spent two hours dressing and rearranging and unable to bring herself to step outside.
By the time she started for Winter’s it was well past siesta time and Ivy had walked up and down the stairs half a dozen times, starting out, then turning back. How could she walk around in public wearing pants? How could she wear a man’s coat, regardless of how modified it may be? How could she hold her head up instead of slinking along backstreets like a thief?
But Winter was waiting—had probably cooked something for her. And what about that ice?
At last, bundle of dress and chemise in her arms, Ivy took a deep breath and plunged into sunlight.
She walked as fast as she could without jogging, her boots, which were also beginning to disintegrate at the seams, moving softly over dusty side roads. Scarcely anyone was about, mostly children, and Ivy stared ahead without giving herself time to notice any glances which might have followed.
As she reached Winter’s, she let out her breath, then gave herself a shake, ordering relaxation upon rigid muscles. Ice. Maybe they had ice.
She reached to knock, though Winter had told her to let herself in whenever she called.
Before she could touch it, the door was snatched open. Rosalía dragged her in.
“Happy birthday!” But hers was not the only voice to call out.
Ivy jumped. Winter, Sam, Melchior, Isaiah, Íñigo, little Buen with Sofía and their cousin Araceli, and Sarita—a woman Ivy knew from church to be Araceli’s mother and Rosalía’s sister-in-law—all faced her.
Clutching her bundle, Ivy flinched back as if someone shot at her.
“We know it’s not your birthday,” Rosalía said, beaming, keeping Ivy in place with surprising strength for her small frame. “English found out a week ago from your cousin that you were overlooked. He says you’re seventeen and should have had a coming out ball and you needed a celebration.”
“You did not—”
But Ivy failed to get through another word as they wished her happy birthday and Rosalía asked what a “coming out ball” was and Buen yelled for her attention to a table heaped with not only fried chicken, roasted summer squash, zucchini salad and icy horchata, but a cake. A real golden cake iced on top and between layers in a whipped, fluffy butter frosting. This stunned Ivy more than the sudden appearance of all these people, since she was certain birthday cakes were an unknown custom in New Mexico. It had only been since Ivy herself was a child that they became all the fashion with young people back East. Even Winter may never have had a birthday cake. It took a stupefied glance around to spot Sam smiling at her before she understood: the only person here who had been East in the past few years. The one person besides Winter who understood what seventeen meant in the civilized world. The one person now in her world who would have tried to make sure, if she could not have a ball, she could at least have a cake.
She was still bewildered, mortified that they waited until Rosalía had her dressed like a farmer’s son to surprise her, all talking at her in two languages, when Isaiah pulled out a chair for her.
“My apologies, Miss Jerinson. I cannot stay,” Isaiah said, smiling down at her, holding out a long wooden box. “Miss Ruiz visited the workshop this afternoon and explained the circumstances. You can thank her for the ice. This is from the maker and myself with best wishes for continued success in your adventures.” He bowed his head, thanked Winter for her hospitality, and slipped out, replacing his hat.
After the box from Isaiah, Rosalía gave her a new Stetson with a crisp brim and attractively tooled band. Íñigo, more subdued than usual, informed her she could have his saddle and headstall for Correcaminos as her gift. Buen gave her a bouquet of bright yellow evening primrose, asking in Spanish when they could eat the cake as Araceli, frowning and shaking her head, pulled him away. Sarita and Winter filled plates while Ivy lifted the lid of Isaiah’s box to find no less than three dozen rounds of the precious electric caps for her four-round.
“What do you do at the ball?” Rosalía asked, admiring the box with Ivy.
“Dance.” In gloves. But Ivy felt more dazed than a moment before and could scarcely think what ball Rosalía meant.
“Isn’t that what they’re all for?”
“I suppose. It’s for ... coming out to society as a lady. A grown woman. Her parents can begin considering suitors and she may be courted at the ball and after.”
“Not before seventeen?” Rosalía offered her the bread plate but Ivy felt too disoriented to eat yet.
She shook her head. “Twenty is the youngest many respectable families in Boston wish their daughters to marry these days.”
Rosalía looked even more startled.
Winter brought Ivy a ceramic mug of cold horchata. “Are you all right, Ivy? You look pale. I am so sorry if we upset you.”
“No, Winter. I only—you surprised me—of course. Thank you so much for doing this.”
Winter’s worried gaze lingered on her, taking in duster, pants, belted, dark red tunic, now her Stetson, until Ivy felt certain her own face was no longer pale.
“You did a wonderful job, Ivy. Your work is lovely.” Her smile was strained, but she did smile.
“Thank you.” Ivy flushed.
Rosalía kicked Ivy’s shin as Winter hurried back to the table before Buen, already being scolded by Sofía, got his tiny fingers in the cake.
“See? Lovely,” Rosalía said.
“She does not approve,” Ivy said.
Rosalía cocked her head. “Proving?”
“That I made a mistake?”
Rosalía let out her breath. “Really, Ivy. You can do better. Sometimes you don’t even try.”
Ivy sipped the cold drink, wishing her heart-rate would slow. She knew Winter was kind—and a good friend and raised to say nothing if she had nothing agreeable to say—without Rosalía trying to get her to find morals in a few seconds of conversation.
She thought of asking where all the food came from, but suspected she knew. Winter kept a garden and milk cow. Sam knew every soul in town, even new arrivals.
She tried on the hat instead of attempting conversation.
Rosalía caught Melchior by the elbow as he stepped past them for chicken. “Cabeza Hueca and English have your best gift.” She smiled around at Melchior.
“Sam wanted to.” Melchior wedged his thumbs into his belt.
“To throw the party?” Ivy looked up at him.
“That also. Arranged it with Miss Night. No.” Glaring at the woven mat. “He ... we ... paid for your horse.”
“You what?”
“We paid Íñigo for that—for the black mare. She’s yours.”
Pressing her mug on Rosalía and leaving the rest behind, Ivy leapt up to hug him.
“All right,” he mumbled, pushing her gingerly away by her shoulders.
Ivy released him to embrace Sam, whispering, “Thank you,” again and again.
No ball gown. Forget white gloves. But she knew enough by then to appreciate she needed wonderful friends and her own horse far more than a suitor anyway.



Sixtieth
Crossing Moonlight
Moonlight reflected off the surface of the river in millions of dancing fragments. Rush of powerful water filled the night with a roar magnified by darkness and an otherwise motionless landscape.
Standing on the rocky bank, watching silver lights skip across black, Ivy shivered. Corra touched her shoulder with a warm nose, blowing against Ivy’s sleeve. Ivy reached to stroke velvet fur with her knuckles, not taking her eyes from the Rio Grande.
Finally moving again, on their way, the first days of October, hardly out from Santa Fé, and this.
A fish jumped: long, silver, gleaming like steel in moonlight, more ghost than living creature.
A second horse snorted beside them. Melchior and Chucklehead stood to their left, smooth shapes of darkness outlined by dancing light.
Melchior glanced at her.
Ivy nodded.
Chucklehead tossed his head, lifting a fretful forefoot to stomp. Silently, Melchior waved a finger in the stallion’s face, dragging his head down by the chin strap. Chucklehead flattened his ears, but desisted.
They mounted to move north along the rocky bank, going at a walk, keeping silent themselves, though able to do nothing about the noise of hooves on stone and sand. Ivy could smell the faint reek of rot even here, as if faded into the earth.
Fifty yards up, they saw shadows of two riders with two pack horses coming to meet them. A large, short-haired dog was also just visible at the river’s edge. As they drew up to the pair, Grip waved for them and held out his left arm, gesturing to the water he and Sam faced. Ivy and Melchior studied the current, Melchior already shaking his head.
Whitewater burst above a stretch of boulders just north of the spot, creating a lull immediately to this side, though the current was still savage.
Ivy glanced at Melchior. He lifted a hand to get Grip’s attention, indicating the speed, then pointing in the direction they came from. He nodded and moved his hand slowly. Ivy agreed with her own nods.
Grip shook his head. He held up his right arm horizontally, left hand flat, three inches above it. He pointed downstream and lifted his hand to ten inches over the arm.
Ivy bit her lip, sitting back in the saddle. Corra twitched one ear, waiting.
Fast current or deep water?
She looked again to the whitewater leaping before them. Was it not absurd enough that they were considering this in the dark? In the heart of the lion’s den? In silence? She could not see herself pushing her mount into that spray. Better to swim than break their horses’ legs and their own necks.
Ivy pointed downriver with Melchior’s silent but animated support.
Grip jabbed a finger toward the opposite bank.
Sam, with the two pack horses and Elsewhere, remained motionless on Grip’s right, watching them.
Each second added danger.
Ivy neck-reined Corra around to start back, Chucklehead beside them.
She heard El Cohete, Elsewhere, Little Bird, and Two Pair follow, though she was sure only Grip’s desire to avoid being eaten kept him from shouting after her.
Back to the deep but relatively still spot of jumping fish and rippling moonlight. Melchior tossed the loop of his lariat to Sam, who caught it and turned Elsewhere, giving the pack animals slack, to locate something to tie onto.
Corra snorted. El Cohete’s head lifted. The dog growled, hardly loud enough to be heard over the river. Chucklehead started forward into dark water.
Ivy drew in her reins, fine hair at the back of her neck prickling. Something moved. Something clear: a head by moonlight, shifting crunch of rock. Close.
No time for ropes. Catching her breath, heart leaping into her throat, Ivy clapped her heels to the mare’s sides and leaned forward as Corra plunged into the black and silver river.
Water sprayed Ivy’s legs, filled her boots, reached her knees. Corra rushed ahead in darkness, lifting her forefeet to strike out with each bound, neck arched, head up, water bursting past her ears, splashing Ivy’s face, soaking her duster to her shoulders. She could not see if Melchior was ahead, to the side, or behind, nor hear anything but roaring water.
The mare beat her hooves into river rock and pushed against the bottom, the current halfway up her shoulder. She kicked off, lunged, then plummeted into a hidden drop.
All summer with hardly any rain. Still only a few days’ precipitation in September. How could the river possibly be deep enough, anywhere along its length, to swallow a horse? But Ivy hadn’t a second to contemplate the matter as her head went under.
Her duster billowed in her face. The strap on her Stetson bit into her throat. Kicking free of stirrups, thrashing with both arms, still holding her reins, Ivy fought upward in the dark while pressure of current and horse sucked her toward the bottom. The coat dragged her back, mouth and nose and eyes filled with frigid, muddy water.
Something heavy smashed her face, Corra surged against her, then Ivy’s head broke the surface with an explosion in her ears like gunpowder. The rein pulled tight with a snap in her hand as she was hurled downstream. How could moonlit water have looked so sluggish from the bank?
Ivy clawed for purchase higher up on the leather strap, fighting to pull herself toward Corra. The horse’s head plunged below the surface, then up, striking out, struggling to swim while Ivy’s weight dragged her head downstream. Ivy lunged for the saddle horn. Her numb fingers slipped across wet leather and she was buffeted down like a paper boat, taking in a mouthful of river.
Completely underwater, pitch black, choking, panicking, she kicked, pulled herself on the rein, and caught Corra’s mane. Another grab and she reached pommel and horn, at last able to release the mare’s head so she could fight toward the Rio’s west bank.
Still they traveled sideways, Corra kicking into bottom rock, then being tossed as she tried to strike out.
Crash. “Got you!”
Water knocked from her lungs, Ivy smashed into someone at her back as she clung onto Corra. Sam and Elsewhere might have been downriver, but this was not Sam’s voice.
An arm in hers, pulling her with another powerfully swimming horse, this rider still in the saddle even as the horse was nearly submerged. Ivy kicked, swimming with them for the bank.
All eight hooves struck rocky river bottom. Horses surged upward as the rider slipped off against Ivy. Her own boots kicked into mud. Choking, gagging up water, shaking from head to toe, Ivy staggered to dry sand and rock, Corra’s rein still twisted around her fist.
Someone behind her was coughing and gasping just as much. “What happened? You all took off—” More choking and spitting.
Ivy turned, bent almost double. “Rose? What in the—?” Ivy choked up more water, grabbing a dripping stirrup to avoid dropping to hands and knees. “How did you get here?”
“Ivy!” Sam’s voice, calling from upriver, searching for her.
A surge of fear raced down her spine. “Quiet!” Then she dropped her voice once more, grabbing Rosalía’s elbow in darkness. “We must get out of here. Did everyone make it? What is that?”
A third dark bulk staggered from the river after them. A pack horse?
“Quickly,” she caught and pulled herself up into the soaking saddle as Corra snorted and shuddered.
Eyes stinging, still coughing, Ivy blinked into darkness for her companions. Shapes of horses, one or two still coming into the bank. It seemed all three men were upriver from them. Except ... there were not three men with their horses. There were several.
Ivy squeezed both soaked legs against stirrup leather. Corra sprang up along the bank, head tossing.
“Go!” Ivy shouted, reaching for her own gun belt, safe at her side, but would the four-round work? Would any of their guns work without attention and drying first?
All three men were in their saddles, Ivy trusting to Rosalía’s speed behind her, the pack horse’s tugged along on their halters, as the group of them charged up the bank. Dark figures were knocked aside as they started around brush and rocks. But subdued—slowed after all night in cool darkness, startled by the sudden sound of a feast they could hardly see or follow as it whirled about them.
Corra thundered past outstretched arms, reaching fingers, snapping teeth. Knocking two aside, head tossing, wet mane slapping Ivy’s arms and face. She burst through a stand of brush, smashed past another figure, dashed onto the flat country west of the river, and extended her stride.
In seconds, the black mare had her head down, legs flying, reins loose as Ivy stood up in her stirrups, fingers twined through wet mane. Force of cold air made her soaked duster flap against her arms, puffing out at her back. She had never ridden a horse at a gallop in the dead of night across open country with no one leading. Holes, rocks, even brush were killers at this speed. But what ahead could be as frightening as what came behind?



Sixty-First
Sunrise
“What happened?” Grip sounded angry. “Why did you follow?”
“What happened to you?” Rosalía asked. “What could possess you to cross the Rio in the middle of the night? Didn’t you know it was crawling—?”
“We had the matter under control. Until your appearance spooked the—”
“That’s what happened,” Melchior said. “Didn’t swagger we’d stirred up a nest, then seeing shadows after us. Snails, you could’ve got us killed—”
“I could have? Maybe you shouldn’t ride to the river in the middle of—”
“Under control,” Grip said. “Before your aid. What are you—?”
“Quiet,” Ivy said, reining back. “Look.”
The company behind her stopped, all looking silently back as they watched the first rays of sunlight crest the purple horizon.
Ivy let out her breath. Camp.
With teeth chattering, still wet all over, often glancing eastward as if to hurry the sun, the five of them were at last able to strip their horses and drag together a sizable sagebrush fire.
Grip started in again while El Cohete rolled in the dirt as soon as his saddle was removed. “What are you doing out here?”
Rosalía pulled off Volar’s bridle. The seal brown horse rubbed his damp brow up and down her arm. “We thought we’d come with you.”
“No.”
“Excuse me?”
“You are not going to Monument,” Grip said.
“And you are not my father.” Rosalía turned to fix hobbles on the second horse she brought along to pack: the rundown brown gelding which they gave Íñigo in August after the death of the previous rider.
“You have responsibilities at home—”
“Sarita and Amaya and Íñigo will look after Mamá and Papá. I can be gone a fortnight out of a season. I want to see the Kaibab.”
“You will return to Santa Fé after breakfast.” El Cohete stood to shake himself while Grip ignored him.
“It will take longer than breakfast for us to dry and ride anywhere. I’m not traveling a night and a day in a soaking saddle.”
“Why did you follow?”
“See you’re held up,” Melchior snapped from several yards away, fighting with wet pack saddle traces, “but there won’t be breakfast if half don’t make a hand.”
Rosalía hurried to strip the brown pack horse. Grip fetched more brush. Sam and Melchior tended the horses. Ivy spread all she could as close to the growing blaze as possible.
Saddles, blankets, bedrolls, ropes, compressed hay and sacks of oats and corn for the horses. Beans and cornmeal for the riders. A few canned goods and other small luxuries. Pack saddles, canvas, handkerchiefs, pouches of tobacco and tiny papers. The only object among their kit not soaked were matches in a watertight tin.
By the time the rest were through with their tasks, a blazing fire crackled below the rising sun. Everyone turned to the spreading of their outfit, opening sacks of grain in an effort to air in the sun, hanging garments on lariat lines strung on sagebrush, pulling off outer coats and waistcoats, chaps, boots, and hats as they shivered. Six handguns, one rifle, one carbine, one fire-shooter, and an assortment of knives and sheaths were also in need of attention. Other metallic objects were lined up in the sun: Ivy’s telescope, Sam’s silver pocket watch and compass, Melchior’s spurs, Rosalía’s rosary, three pairs of sungoggles, tin dishes.
Standing in her unbelted tunic and loose pants, her damp hair tangled in a mess, barefoot on someone’s wet bedroll, Ivy gazed about the fire circle as Rosalía threw on more fuel.
Sam leaned his boots as near the blaze as possible, also looking around. He appeared alarmed as he glanced at gleaming metal. “I had not realized we became such a military operation.”
“Traveling carnival is what you are thinking of, Sam,” Ivy said.
“If the routine shifts more south we’ll have to pay folks to attend,” Melchior said, stringing a second rope from one Russian thistle to another.
“Who wants to start breakfast?” Ivy turned her face into the sun, eyes closed.
“¡Fuera!” Rosalía shouted.
Ivy looked and joined her in waving her arms. Two Pair had walked almost up to the flames, despite his hobbles, pushing his way in among their packs and clothes, snuffling grain sacks.
At the human assault, the pinto hopped back unsteadily, tried to wheel, but crashed into Melchior’s lariat. He tangled his hind hooves in a bedroll, bounced into the thistle, snapping branches, and was knocked on his haunches, grinding Ivy’s saddle into dirt. As he struggled to his feet, Melchior threw one arm and his waistcoat across the gelding’s head to lead him, blindfolded, away.
A tarantula, apparently routed from its hole by the commotion, dashed across the bedroll keeping Ivy’s feet from prairie floor. She leapt clear of its path, striking Sam, who caught her shoulders and scarcely managed to avoid falling in the fire. Rosalía kicked the fuzzy arachnid with the toe of her boot, sending it soaring fifty feet into an overgrown thistle.
Grip, on his knees by the fire, dragging Dutch oven and small iron skillet from hemp sacks, never looked up as Ivy apologized to Sam for hitting him and he to her for grabbing her and Rosalía watched the path of the tarantula.
“What did you say?” Ivy rounded on Grip.
He shook his head, looking around for lard or coffee or bacon. He held the skillet out to Rosalía. “Make yourself useful before you return home.”
She stared at him, opened her mouth, closed it, then stepped past the fire. She bent to wrap her arms around his shoulders, kissing his damp hair.
“What the hell, Rose?” Grip recoiled as if she dumped a basket of cottonmouths on him.
She released him to grab the skillet.
“What do you mean by it?” He still leaned away.
“If I can practice restraint, so can you,” Rosalía said. “I mostly do. You do not. What do you want? Bacon and coffee or coffee and bacon?”
“I can make cornbread,” Ivy said, looking around as Melchior returned, muttering about their rabbit-brained pack horse.
“Can you?” Rosalía asked.
“Winter sent us with a jug of sour milk. Enough for two batches. We had the first yesterday while we waited for darkness at the river. We even have bicarbonate of soda. In theory.” She looked at damp bags all around her.
“I’ll heat coffee. You mix cornbread. Then we’ll bake it in the Dutch oven and get bacon on in the skillet. Did you all plan to sleep, or ride straight there?”
“We slept. Sort of,” Ivy said, turning before the fire, holding out bits of her tunic at a time while Sam hunted cornbread ingredients. “We made camp two hours before sunset. We had such trouble all day out of Santa Fé, finally to reach the river and find it swarming. I don’t know how you followed on your own.”
“So you did reach the Rio Grande in daylight?”
As they boiled, mixed, and cooked, rotating their possessions beside the fire, Ivy explained how they met the river in plenty of time to cross in daylight, but could not find a safe place.
“In the middle of the night, they’re usually aimless. We had to wait, but it meant crossing in silence. Bad enough them hearing hooves, but our voices would be a dead giveaway. When the horses spooked and Yap-Rat growled, I thought we were being attacked.”
Rosalía bit her lip as she passed out coffee. “I’m sorry, Ivy. I also thought you saw an attack. I was looking for your camp. Then Volar walked right into you.”
“That’s all right. Each moment we remained at the river placed us in greater danger. We had to cross sometime.” Ivy set out tin plates. “But why did you follow? You were always welcome along. You could have left with us yesterday morning.”
“She is not,” Grip said from his place opposite them at the fire, trying to dry and separate cigarette papers and tobacco pouches.
“She is,” Ivy said. “Why should she not come if she wishes?’
“Why should she wish to? She has obligations at home—”
“I told you, I’ve arranged matters,” Rosalía said. “You behave as if I’m leaving three infant children.”
“We do not have enough for you and your horse,” Grip said. “We haven’t enough even for our own. Monument is close to four hundred miles from here.”
“First of all, I brought more provisions, in case you didn’t notice. Sombra is in good health now and strong as a mule. Second, Monument is not four hundred miles from Santa Fé, much less from here. We’ve already covered thirty or forty at least. Besides, Volar is a delicate eater.”
“Is that so?” Grip looked north to watch Rosalía’s horse plow his way through compressed hay, his heap of corn on top of this long gone. The now rejuvenated Sombra chewed beside him with equal gusto.
“There’s no reason she shouldn’t come along,” Ivy said, avoiding looking at the brown gelding. “I’m glad to have a second woman on the trail.”
“And I would not mind having a second man on the trail,” Grip said, shifting his gaze to her. “Yet such a novelty grows overly optimistic these days.”
Melchior stood up from disassembling his Colt. “You know, if it’s not—”
“Mel—” Sam tried to catch his arm.
“What?” Melchior rounded on him. “Every goddamn time he starts something—and it’s always him. Noticed? Suppose I stir grief with that rip? No. Poking a hornets’ nest with a short stick, yet—”
“If met by no hornets, he would desist. You can ignore—”
“Aim to slip sunup past a rooster also? Only wanting him to lay off.”
“You could hug him,” Rosalía said absently as she smoothed cornbread batter into the Dutch oven with the back of a spoon.
Melchior stared at her. “What’d you say?”
Rosalía looked up. “What? Nothing.”
Melchior turned to Grip. “Next time you feel need to air—”
“Quiet,” Ivy said.
Melchior fell silent. All four looked uneasily around, only Ivy still working, heaping coals on the lid for the cornbread. After glances in all directions they looked at her.
“What’s wrong?” Rosalía asked.
Ivy shrugged and sat back from the fire. “Nothing. Only ... thought I would try it again.”
Rosalía grinned. Melchior threw his wet, wadded-up bandana at her, but returned to work on his revolver after a final glare at Grip. Grip managed to roll a feeble cigarette, gently smoothing warped paper with thumb and forefinger. He leaned around the fire to hold this out to Ivy. She took it without a word and passed it to Melchior.
He seemed unable to dredge up a thanks, but gave a slight jerk of his head which could be meant as acknowledgment to one or both. Ivy lifted an end of smoldering sage branch from the fire to hand him. He lit the cigarette and threw the limb back in.
Grip rolled a second for himself before deconstructing his Merwin, Hulbert & Co. revolvers across an empty sack to contain the parts. Rosalía reached past him to grab a fork for turning bacon, blowing in his ear. Grip flinched as if she spat at him.
Sam rotated clothes and bedding, turning boots upside down, shaking chaps, adjusting Melchior’s laundry lines. When he went to shift a bedroll, he discovered the wet dog stretched across it like a corpse. He left the blanket and rotated saddles to better face the sun.
Ivy lay back with her hands behind her head, eyes closed against sunlight, feet near the fire to finish drying her stockings and pants. The morning was already hot, despite autumn having dusted mountaintops with snow a week back. All would dry soon enough.
And Rosalía came after them. Ivy could not help smiling about that. As much as she longed to reach Monument, she had not relished the idea of the long trip with only Sam, Melchior, and Grip for company. But why did she follow now? After expressing not the slightest interest in the journey while they were still packing at home? Not that Ivy was complaining.
“Would you be so kind, old man?”
Ivy cracked her lids to see Sam offering Melchior his French MAS officer’s revolver and lever-action rifle. Perhaps she could get her cousin to clean hers as well. He and Grip were the only members of the company who seemed to enjoy doctoring firearms.
Melchior said nothing, but took the weapons. Sam ran his fingers backward through Melchior’s disheveled hair as he stepped past. He dropped a soggy parcel smelling strongly of peppermint oil by Ivy. She shifted to fold back paper, squinting inside as he lay down on his back, sharing her blanket and another, facing the opposite direction so their heads were side-by-side. She broke off a pink ball from the stuck-together glob and popped it in her mouth, then slid backward until she could rest her head on his shoulder, his face upside down beside hers.
“Do they have a muddy river hint about them?” Sam asked in her ear, squinting at the few scudding white clouds above.
“We’ll rinse them when it rains.”
He chuckled.
“Not bad. I’ve eaten much worse out here.”
“I see a sailing ship,” Sam whispered, watching clouds.
“I see a steamcoach.”
“What will you do first thing?”
“I will eat a lobster and an orange. No, first I’ll embrace my father. Then I’ll eat lobster and oranges. Then I’ll get a letter off to Kitty. What will you do?”
“Sleep.”
Ivy laughed and almost choked on her peppermint.
“Real bed. Slats. No insects or scorpions. No inebriates outside the window in the dark. No dirt mattress. Controlled temperature.”
She took a deep breath through her nose and slowly let it out, pressing her head back against his shoulder, closing her eyes.
“Then I shall read a book. Any book, only to confirm I have not forgotten how.”
“Sam, your shoulder is bony.”
“Your head is bony, though I do not complain.”
“It seems you just did. Do you know, I cannot remember how many bones are in the human body?”
“I scarcely recall any verse.”
“Tell me one you do.”
“In what distant deeps or skies ... burnt the fire of thine eyes? On what wings dare he aspire? What the hand, dare seize the fire? When the stars threw down their spears ... and watered heaven with their tears ... did he smile his work to see? Did he who made the Lamb make thee?”
When he paused, Ivy said, “Tiger, Tiger, burning bright, in the forests of the night, what immortal hand or eye dare frame thy fearful symmetry?”
Camp sounded quieter than it should. She suspected the rest were staring at them, though she did not open her eyes.
They lay still below the rising sun, smells of mint and tobacco and wood smoke washing over them with leather and wool and horse, gun oil and sulfur, bacon, coffee, and cornbread. Ivy’s tunic, pants, and stockings were nearly dry. Her pliable linen corset and undergarments at least only damp. She felt warm without sweltering, knew a meal was on the way, and suspected she could get Melchior to clean her guns by agreeing to lead Two Pair all day. She was riding west again, not east, but Rosalía showed up and Sam was here and something must be said for this bed.
Besides, she was here, alive for one more sunrise. And, for almost the first time out West, she felt grateful for both.



Sixty-Second
The Lake
“... siempre está confinada.” Rosalía sings through the rest of her verse in Spanish before Melchior starts in English.
“My horses are hungry, they won’t eat your hay....”
At the end of the song, Rosalía starts again. “Hard is the fortune of all womankind!”
And Melchior does his verses about being a poor horseman, unworthy of her affection, in Spanish.
The sixth, or twelfth—she cannot remember—rendition of “Hard is the Fortune” and Ivy felt no love for the song from the beginning. Rosalía has a pretty voice and Melchior would be acceptable if he strove for tone over volume. But it has been a long week on the trail already, between starting out with the river at night, then the attack and missed opportunity at Sol Valle before the Arizona border, and she is sure she prefers stories over singing to pass the time. A few hours of silence are not unpleasant either. She is no longer worried about risers, none having been sighted since Sol Valle. Yet....
Ivy tilts her hat below afternoon sun and squints ahead. Her sungoggles dangle around her saddle horn as they are uncomfortable to wear for hours on end. Half a mile ahead, the buckskin horse and rider blend into red-beige landscape of rock and dirt and the occasional cactus, butte, or jagged ridge.
She has no pack horse now. Melchior leads the palomino Little Bird, Sam with Two Pair, Rosalía with Sombra. She could nudge Corra ahead to catch Grip, but knows the buckskin pair would not appreciate that, regardless of her silence.
Ivy looks over her shoulder as the songbirds start on something about the troubles encountered by an elderly, spectacled cowhand named Johnny Four-Eye on a cattle drive.
Sam trails behind, leaning from his saddle to, apparently, study the ground. They recently slowed from a ground-covering canter to a walk and a breather for their mounts. Now Ivy sits back, scarcely lifting the sweaty Corra’s reins for her to slow.
“What are you looking at?” she asks Sam as Elsewhere plods up beside them with Two Pair, his pack saddle almost completely stripped.
Sam squints up at her, his own goggles on his hat. “How are you holding up?”
“Well, I suppose. It’s the horses I worry about.” In truth, the insides of her knees feel chafed raw and she is sore all over, though nothing compared to how she felt after riding in a sidesaddle for days.
Sam looks at Corra, then around to Two Pair. “They have all lost weight. We should not have attempted it with so few pack animals.”
“There were no others to be had. And Grip says we’re almost there.”
“How does he know?” Sam looks past the singers to the distant figure. “Does this country hold discernible landmarks for you?”
“Not in the slightest. It seems he has made the trip a few times before. How are you?”
“Dreaming of peach pie.”
Ivy smiles. He shot an antelope from over two hundred yards the day before, causing jubilation amongst the travelers—Ivy felt certain even Grip almost smiled—followed by feasting. Unfortunately, meat is all they have left besides a little coffee. Packing food for the horses had priority and, without a single sack brought away from Sol Valle, they have been unable to replenish. Rosalía is now unfamiliar with plant life they pass and Grip only shook his head when asked if they could eat tiny rock flowers or cactus roots. Grazing for the horses is equally nonexistent now.
Ivy’s stomach aches with hunger as she leans forward to stroke Corra’s neck. So easy, leaning forward. If she wants to let her feet dangle from the stirrups and stretch, she does. If she wants to dismount for a consultation about edible wildflowers or a likely spot to dig for water, leaving her horse to stand untethered with her reins hanging in dirt, she does.
The leather tassel of Luck’s chestnut mane hangs from her gun belt, while her last remaining Boston handkerchief is folded neatly at the bottom of her saddlebags. Not to remind her where she came from anymore. To remind her where she is going.
“I am still dreaming of that cake,” Ivy says. “You and Winter are miracle workers.”
“We are both gratified you enjoyed it.”
“Tell me about your time on the Continent. What led you from there to here?”
This was picking up an off-and-on conversation they had going for some days. Intermixed with discussions about libraries, music, food, and fashions they approved of versus those they did not, Ivy told him about Kitty, about Donataious’s shop, her father’s work. Sam told her he had six brothers, Sam being the second youngest in a family of all boys, and about his favorite hunter, Bayard, and leaving England to travel as a young man.
“I stayed in Germany longest, having a good deal of extended family there,” Sam says. “My mother was already trying to arrange my marriage to a Prussian heiress by then.”
“Did you know her?”
“The heiress? I never even saw her, though I met her father in Berlin and I cannot say the gentleman seemed overawed by the idea. I had nothing to gain from my own family, so I had to be married off to someone who did from hers. All was transparent.”
“Did you enjoy Berlin? I should like to go.”
“Berlin....” Sam smiles vaguely skyward. “Berlin is the best aspects of British, American, and French society with none of the sentimentality and a good deal of added sense. It is a thinking man’s city. A remarkably enlightened and forward-looking society of philosophers and scholars and makers. Much freer in expression and conversation than the British. Much more refined in both than the Americans. I could have lived in Berlin many years and never grown tired of such a place.”
Ivy consciously tries to avoid reading between the lines of this when he pauses and she asks, “Why did you leave?”
“I was called away. This was only a few years ago. First for my brother’s wedding, then my mother’s health was declining. I remained with her at the manor in Blagdon as a second wedding approached. I felt crushed in that house for years. After Berlin....” He shakes his head, not looking at Ivy. “It is best, often, if one does not know what potential lies beyond immediate circumstances.” He glances at her. “If you grew up on a farm, you may marvel at a city like Santa Fé. Had I never spent a year in Berlin, I should not have so acutely felt Blagdon garrote me.
“Now ... I never thought I could just as powerfully yearn for my home. I have been too single-minded all my life. Too caught up in pitying myself and trying to find some place better to realize I could make a go of what lies before me.”
Ivy gazes ahead for several strides before speaking. “If we are unhappy, is it not natural to seek something besides what we have? Be that material or personal or even a matter to sort in our own minds?” She looks at Sam beside her. “One man seeks a wife and family. Another seeks academic achievement. Another longs to go home. If we did not pursue goals, happiness, what would be accomplished in the world? If it takes places like Texas and New Mexico and Arizona to illustrate the perfect climate in Somerset, it’s no matter to beat yourself up over.”
“I believe that is what one calls ‘learning the hard way.’” His smile is rueful.
“What were the circumstances of your coming to—?”
“¡Mira!” Rosalía calls out.
Ivy and Sam both look, but Ivy sees nothing except another red rock rise and increasingly rough ground. She squeezes Corra with her knees, clicking her tongue, and they jog up to Rosalía and Melchior.
Then she spots it: beyond uneven rocks and ridges, something far ahead to the south and west reflects the sun in faint glints and sparkles, like glass.
Ivy catches her breath.
“Remarkable.” Sam says beside her.
“Who wants a bath before town?” Rosalía slides her toes back into her stirrups and the rest follow at a canter to catch up with Grip.
Once they settle on a campsite below a rise, then climb the hill to gaze across, the lake dazzles their eyes with its gleaming surface until Ivy must pull on her sungoggles.
“Not been swimming in a coon’s age,” Melchior says, shielding his eyes despite his own goggles. “’Less you count a flood and river crossing.”
“We get to go first,” Rosalía says, which Ivy suspects is an instinctive reaction after growing up with four brothers.
“Bet you don’t want to,” Melchior says, grinning. “Whoever’s first has to come back to last camp chores. Who’s second’s already done their share. Hit the sack without cooking grease in their hair and oat dust and horsehair in their eyes.”
Ivy never realized Melchior was interested enough in cleanliness to notice cooking grease or horsehair. Even Rosalía looks thoughtful.
North, where they stand, and east are raised and rocky, while the south and west banks stretch into relatively smooth desert. Nearest their steep bank a few clusters of baked red boulders jut from water to make tiny islands. Otherwise, the lake stretches undisturbed. Bright blue sky, bright blue lake, and red earth.
Ivy turns to Grip. “Did you know this was here?”
He nods.
Rosalía rolls her eyes.
“Could have noted,” Melchior says. “Us parched, wondering what to do about the horses, too much dust in our ears to hear straight—”
“Then telling you would have made no difference,” Grip says, looking across at all the banks.
“—sand painting my tongue—”
“Because it is always flapping.” He seems satisfied with his investigation and turns.
“—no lick of common—”
“Melchior, why don’t you go on,” Ivy says. “Rose and I will be second.”
Melchior looks around at Rosalía. “He dip a toe?” Jerking his head after Grip, limping down the slope.
“Stranger things have taken place,” she says with a shrug.
“Aiming to swim?” Melchior calls after him.
“Your sense of humor grows odder by the day, Mr. L’Heureux.” Grip keeps walking.
Melchior looks at Sam, who has remained silent on the ridge beside him. “Shinning?”
“Pardon me?” Sam looks at him, eyes shifting into focus.
“What do you reckon?” Melchior asks impatiently.
“I wish I were a painter,” Sam says, looking again across the lake. “Or poet at the very least.”
Melchior frowns at that, then turns back to Ivy. “We’ll go first.”
“Right. We will lead the string around to a level bank.” Ivy points west. “Then make camp and get supper on.”
He narrows his eyes and Ivy wonders what she said wrong, but he turns, slapping Sam on the back, then starting down steep rocks to the lake’s edge.
“What was that?” Ivy asks Rosalía as they follow Grip down the trail to waiting horses.
Rosalía glances over her shoulder. “I expect Cabeza Hueca was taken aback you called a bunch of horses a ‘string’ and used ‘supper’ rather than ‘dinner,’ which is still your preference.”
“A new language rubs off on you if you hear it enough. Even if that is not your intention.”
At their camp site, Grip leads the first group of horses west to a level bank to drink while Ivy and Rosalía make camp. With their horse feed all but gone, they have been able to pack along wood for tiny cooking fires. Rosalía prepares this and lays out antelope meat and the last of the coffee for their pot and skillet. Ivy strips the horses Grip left behind.
More precious than firewood, she makes a fast search through her saddlebags to withdraw a tiny bar of lye soap. She beams as she displays this to Rosalía, only to find Rosalía is holding one out to show her.
Both are laughing when Grip returns with Chucklehead, Elsewhere, Little Bird, and Two Pair. He leaves them with Ivy to strip and hobble in silence, then limps away with Correcaminos, El Cohete, Volar, and Sombra.
Ivy watches him as she strokes the pack horses. “Has he been ... even more unhappy than usual lately?” she asks after a moment.
Rosalía looks up from her fire to watch retreating horses. “Only because of me.”
Ivy looks at her. “You cannot take credit for everything.”
Rosalía shakes her head. “I’m sure it’s me. He may be upset that he’s gone so long without trailing Everette, but I expect I’m the biggest thorn in his side this trip. He cannot tolerate me riding with him.”
“That’s absurd. I am here. I know he didn’t want me along in the first place, but he has never said anything about having a woman in company since. My cousin is the misogynist. Grip knows you are capable. You do your share. More than your share. If you wanted to come along—”
“It’s none of that, Ivy.” Her voice is soft, gaze downturned to her skillet. “It’s the danger of what we’re doing out here. He already lost the brother who rode with him.”
She glances up to meet Ivy’s eyes before Ivy gazes again after Grip, saying nothing.
They are eating, the sun noticeably sinking toward the horizon, before Grip returns from his long walk to the lake’s level edge.
Rosalía calls out to ask if he filled empty bottles.
He shakes his head. “Fill them when you bathe. Or throw them over the ridge to the others. Edge water is unsafe.”
“All lake water can be unsafe,” Ivy says. “We will boil it. What is that?”
After dropping the horse’s reins, he has pulled a rust-colored object from amid the rolled cigarettes in his breast pocket. Grip rubs it between thumb and forefinger, then hands it to Ivy as she walks up with the rest of their rawhide hobbles.
She trades him and studies the red rock shard in her hand. An unnaturally smooth, beautifully carved flint arrowhead. He must have found it in lake shore sand. It reminds Ivy of beach pebbles and glass rolled smooth on one hundred, or one thousand years of waves. How extraordinarily old must this arrowhead be? Thinking of more than one friend of her father’s who would trade a moon rock for the thing, Ivy returns to Rosalía at the fire as she dishes up strips of seared meat, sans accompaniment, on their tin plates.
“What is it?” Rosalía holds out her hand and Ivy passes her the arrowhead. “Ancient.” She turns it over a few times before handing it back. “How come he gives you gifts?” She does not sound resentful, but honestly confused.
“I don’t think it was a gift.”
Rosalía shakes her head. “He wouldn’t have given it to you if it wasn’t.”
“Right....” Ivy says slowly, trying to decide if this makes sense. “I only asked about it.”
“Maybe your birthday gift—since he cannot be persuaded to come to parties.” She looks past Ivy as Grip walks up to them, then holds out a plate.
He takes it wordlessly and retreats to sit on a rock.
Pocketing the arrowhead, Ivy pours a handful of grain for each nosebag.
“¡No hagas eso!”
Ivy jumps and looks around. Does Grip not want her to feed one for some reason? No, if he was speaking to her, he would use English.
“He’s got to eat. Meat’s one provision we do have,” Rosalía says and Ivy sees the big cur chomping something just behind her.
“He can hunt for himself,” Grip snaps. He stands up to face the dog. “¡Fuera de aquí!”
Yap-Rat slinks away, still gulping on the chunk of antelope Rosalía gave him.
“Won’t ruin him to feed him once in a while,” Rosalía says, glaring at her skillet as she starts another steak.
This reminds Ivy she has never discovered why that flea-bitten, aloof animal is important to Grip. Another poor time to ask.
Ivy eats, daydreaming about her upcoming bath while pondering aloud with Rosalía what they will do if both horse and human food runs out before Monument.
“Not making camp in the middle of the day would speed the journey and save the travelers,” Grip says irritably from his spot some distance from them.
“You thought we’d pass up a whole lake?” Rosalía asks.
“No,” Grip says to his empty plate. “Yet my personal expectations do nothing to minimize time lost.”
“We’ll get up early,” Rosalía says and turns back to Ivy.
Frustrated by the little in his nosebag, Chucklehead paws dirt with his hobbled forefoot. Two Pair shuffles over for a closer look, as if the stallion points something out for him. Chucklehead shrieks and attempts to bite Two Pair’s neck, instead hammering with his muzzle. The shocked pinto tries to spin away, tripped by hobbles, and crashes to the ground on his side. Even with the binding, he manages to struggle to his feet in a few seconds and staggers away.
“¿Por qué es ese caballo tan estúpido?” Grip asks under his breath.
“I am not sure he’s exactly ‘stupid,’” Ivy says. “He is only ... friendly.”
Grip stares at her. She suspects he is about to tell her they are synonymous when he looks around. Ivy and Rosalía hear at the same time and Ivy stands uneasily, looking toward the ridge. Someone shouting, calling for them.
Melchior appears at the top of the red rock, waving his arms. Still soaked, he has pulled on trousers, but nothing else. Outside medical illustrations, or risers, which often lose their clothing to reveal gray, decaying flesh and distorted bodies, Ivy has never before seen a shirtless man.
Melchior is waving his arms to get their attention. “The rifles! Bring rifles!”
Grip is already off and Rosalía has her carbine in her hand to follow before Ivy snatches the stock of the Henry repeating rifle from Sam’s saddle. She races after them, amazed by how easily this is managed. Rosalía could outstrip her as if she walked when she had to contend with skirts. Now, even hauling the heavy weapon, she almost catches Rosalía on the slope and races to the top with little effort.
Melchior jumps back into the water twenty feet below as Ivy reaches the ridge. He holds two revolvers over his head, shouting, “Stay out there!”
But Sam is swimming to meet him, telling Melchior to go back, not bring the guns out.
“Can get them from these rocks—heap closer than bank.”
Sunlight reflections and whitewater spray catching light makes looking toward them nearly blinding. Ivy jerks the sungoggles off her hat as Melchior reaches Sam alongside one of the little rock islands, handing him a gun.
“We shall never hit them from here with these,” Sam says, breathless.
They both grab the rocks for support, squinting east.
“You superintend. Reckon I can.” Melchior spits water, shifting his hold to rest an elbow across the dry edge of a boulder, otherwise submerged besides head and shoulders.
“Ivy,” Sam calls as she replaces her hat and hefts the rifle, looking across the drop and water to the two men. “You are at ... more than one hundred yards from up there. Your higher ground will help adjust for distance.”
Beside Ivy, Rosalía kneels, sighting down her carbine. Grip has lifted his own revolver, but is shaking his head.
From the island, Melchior fires.
Far off to the eastern bank, over a dozen dark figures scramble across rock formations at the lake’s edge. Several more are in the water, heads bobbing from sight as they attempt to run forward. More appear at the top of the distant ridge, staggering as the full impact of sinking sun batters their black eyes.
How ... bizarre. Ivy’s ears are ringing. Her stomach flops over. This does not make sense. They are not supposed to be here. Who even lived out here to catch the sickness?
Melchior shoots again and Grip calls, “Do not throw away bullets, Mr. L’Heureux.”
“Can get them from here. We’re closer.”
“He is correct, Mel,” Sam says.
“Can they swim?” Melchior shouts.
It takes Ivy a second to realize he addresses her.
“They do not need to,” Ivy says, but her voice is hollow, breathless, and she has to clear her throat and repeat the words at a shout for them to hear. “They do not breathe. They will reach you eventually by trying to run at you and floating along.”
“Save your rounds for closing,” Grip says and looks at Ivy. “Aspiring to shoot that weapon or are you otherwise engaged?”
Flushed, Ivy looks east once more and shakes her head. “I cannot hit anything at this distance. I’ve never attempted it.”
She glances around at him. Is he grinding his teeth?
Ivy kneels as well, bracing her raised knee against a rock. “However, I can try.” She lifts the rifle to her shoulder. The figures look tiny, moving constantly, glare off the water still half-blinding her.
Rosalía, who has been tracking one, finally pulls the trigger. She shifts her aim, resettles the weapon on her shoulder, and tracks for several more seconds before firing again. This time, a far-off figure stops its scrambling trek along the rocks and topples into the lake.
And their heads. Not just hitting at all. Hitting their brains.
Ivy swallows, mouth dry.
Melchior has stopped firing, only waiting beside Sam, both holding onto their revolvers and rocks.
Sam again calls to her, “Do not overcompensate. You are on much higher ground.”
Then can she aim at a head? Not above it? Not below? What of it always moving? But that is why Rosalía tracks for seconds. Predicting the pattern, shooting where the head should be a moment later.
“What have you done?” Grip murmurs behind her.
Ivy squints, face against the stock, hands stilled by weight of the rifle, her breaths now slow. They move steadily, quickly, sliding down rocks, up, across.
“Already hit,” Ivy whispers. She squeezes the trigger.
The report slams her shoulder. An acrid puff washes over her face, the sound deafening. And, far away, a single riser topples into the lake.
Rosalía looks around at Ivy. “Nice shooting.” She appears startled.
“Thank you.” Ivy jerks the lever down and back, then sights.
“Christ—” Melchior from the water. “Didn’t know she could hit anything.”
Sam tells her that was magnificent.
Behind her, Grip says nothing.
Rosalía tracks. “Far left.”
“Center,” Ivy says.
Informing each other where they aim, the two of them pick off four, six, ten risers, rarely missing or striking a torso. Soon, only a handful remain descending into water or scrambling along the bank after them.
By now, six or seven have crossed a considerable distance of open lake toward Melchior and Sam. Both open fire with revolvers, striking skulls as they bob up from the gleaming surface.
Ivy shoots a final time, sending a dark figure cartwheeling down red rocks to crash across a boulder, and finds the chamber empty. Rosalía reloads, but Ivy has nothing for the Henry. Two more plunge into the water after Melchior and Sam. Rosalía catches the last three along rocks and shifts to the ones in water. But they are up, down, in and out of sight, moving at a difficult angle, hidden by reflections and murky water. She fires twice without success, then stands, shaking her head.
Ivy’s heart is pounding again as she also stands up. “Do they have enough rounds? How many are in the water with them?”
“They would have if Cabeza Hueca hadn’t been firing out of range,” Rosalía says.
Grip moves past them, starting carefully down rocks.
A dark head bursts from water twenty feet from Melchior and Sam. They fire at the same time, hitting, but losing another bullet.
“Get out of the water!” Ivy shouts.
Grip crouches on a boulder above the lapping edge of the lake.
They kick backward from the island, moving toward the bank where they left their clothes: one neatly folded stack and one dusty mound minus trousers. Their progress is slow as they will not turn their backs on approaching dark shapes.
More shots from Grip and Sam, the last of Melchior’s, then following heads and thrashing arms vanish. The surface of the lake ripples in a deadly hush.
Yet Ivy’s heart beats faster than ever. “Get out! We’re breaking camp.”
Rosalía rushes up the ridge. Grip starts to follow.
Ivy turns to go with him as he reaches the top beside her. Both whip back around, Grip drawing, when they hear Melchior shout curses.
“Snails and damnation! The frig kind of—”
“Forget it!” Sam catches his arm in the water, trying to drag Melchior with him as he swims.
“Like hell!”
“Mel, do not—”
Melchior rips his elbow from Sam’s hand, swimming back out.
“Melchior!” Ivy shouts. “Get out of there! What happened?”
“Dropped his gun,” Grip says.
“He what?”
“It can be replaced!” Sam goes after him. “Mel, we cannot—”
But Melchior has taken a breath and dived, disappearing in a spray of whitewater and bubbles.
Sam slams his palm against the surface as Grip swears in Spanish.
Ivy jumps down rocks, descending to their clothing heaps. “Sam! Get out of the water! Leave him if he wants it!” She turns to look up at Grip. “Break camp. We must leave the lake.”
He holsters his revolver, still scanning the surface. “If you see more, use the derringer. Do not shoot that accursed maker’s gun into water with them in it.”
“I am not stupid. Only in a hurry. Get the horses packed.”
Grip continues up the rocks.
In an explosion of whitewater, Melchior’s head shatters the surface. He gasps, fighting for air, choking up water, shaking his head.
“No—” Shoving Sam away. “Can get it.”
“Mel—”
“Already lost one—” Gulping down deep breaths, he twists away Sam’s hand and dives again.
“Sam, please,” Ivy calls from the bank.
Something moves just below the surface, dark, sharklike, ripples spreading above it without bubbles.
“Sam!” Ivy screams as the riser emerges in brilliant light, clawing forward, mouth wide, ten feet from Sam, who is still twenty from the steep bank.
He whirls the MAS revolver to face it, but the gun has been soaked in his struggle with Melchior and it clicks feebly in his hand.
Dropping the rifle on rocks where she crouches, Ivy yanks the Tinestel from the inside of her duster and fires.
The dark head is knocked back, eyes wide, slipping below the surface to drift away. Ivy stuffs the two-rounded derringer back in her coat and pulls the duster off. She has started at the laces of her boots when Melchior bursts once more from water, waving the Colt at Sam, choking and gagging as he gestures below, unable to speak.
Sam has scarcely begun dragging him toward Ivy, both kicking, handicapped by revolvers and Melchior’s minimal ability to assist, when Ivy sees the dark figure below the surface, following Melchior upward.
Not possible—Sam’s and Melchior’s skulls are between her and their pursuer. Half an inch separates striking one or the other.
Even as she snatches her derringer back in both hands, on her knees above the water’s edge, she knows she can never shoot into those three possible targets.
“Duck!” Ivy shouts. “Get your heads down!”
A slick, almost hairless, gray-black mottled head surfaces beside them. A large, crushing hand catches Melchior’s arm, mouth wide, lake water flowing in.
“Down!”
Melchior bashes the fingers with the butt of his revolver, dragged under as he fights. Sam, whether trying to help Melchior, or hearing her, ducks below the surface.
Ivy shoots as the gray form follows, moving fast, snapping into water, yanking flesh toward its teeth. The head snaps back, eyes widening, hold loosening.
Sam explodes upward, dragging Melchior with him.
Ivy leans out on her stomach, arm extended with the empty rifle. His own revolver now held by the grip in his teeth, Sam grabs the stock as he comes into reach, pushing Melchior forward.
Ivy tries to pull the revolver from Melchior’s hand. When he will not let go, she grabs his wrist instead. She pulls as Melchior scrambles onto rocks, Sam pushing him, his trousers and hair streaming, vomiting water.
“A gun for both your lives?” Ivy scrambles back, shaking, as she releases him. “We haven’t become more sensible?” Gasping, she pulls herself to her feet on the rock slope at her back, stomach in knots, feeling like throwing up herself.
She drags on her duster, looking across the surface in all directions. “Sam, are you all right? You must get out of the water.”
He has tossed his revolver onto rocks beside Melchior, hands now clutching the soaked rock lip, though he remains in the lake, head bowed. He nods, water running down his hair and face, streaming off his chin as he pants, mouth open and eyes closed. Trapezii, deltoids, and biceps stand out sharply in his light frame as he clutches the rocks, dripping skin milky compared to suntanned hands and face.
As Melchior struggles to his hands and knees, still spitting water, Ivy can see every convexity of spine and ribs. Even rigid muscles across his upper back do little to conceal sharp shoulder blades. He eats more than anyone she ever knew, even with rationing. How is he nearly emaciated?
She looks again at Sam, shivering as he clutches the ledge. “Return to camp as quickly as you can.” She glances across now still water. “We’re getting out of here.”
He nods again.
Ivy hurries up the ridge to the other side. Rosalía meets her coming down, her arms full of water bottles.
Ivy shakes her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” There is at least one lake out here. They will find more water. “Let’s go.”



Sixty-Third
The Copper Key
The sun has long since set when, another full day later, Grip halts ahead of the silent company and lifts his hand.
The four others draw rein and wait, looking ahead to distant city lights through windows, reaching two and three stories high. Head pounding, tongue swollen in her sawdust mouth, stomach sharp with hunger, Ivy lets out her breath.
Grip gives a soft whistle through his teeth and the big cur ambles up the line past them. He tells the dog to search in Spanish, waving his left hand forward.
Yap-Rat gazes up at him in the dark, then glides ahead at a trot. They follow some distance behind the panting dog. The night air is rapidly growing frigid, but the October day was hot and the horses are still damp with sweat, ribs showing, coats harsh.
Their scout leads them to the main road running into the city from the northeast, head low, tail down, looking straight ahead.
By many electric lights, Ivy is soon able to make out a long main street lifting from darkness like a vision. She hears distant singing, shouting, after-dinner merriment in many saloons and hotels. A web of side roads leads off in all directions as they pass the first outlying homes and stables. Not only church steeples raise high into the air from here, but banks, hotels, shops, even houses stretch toward the stars.
Grip keeps a careful eye on the dog as he trots to the edge of the city. When his steady gait is interrupted by his head snapping up and his pace slowing to a walk, Grip sits back. Rosalía catches her breath beside Ivy. Volar tosses his head.
Ivy feels her own muscles tense, though she is unsure why. She has seen Grip use the dog as an early warning system, especially if they ride into anywhere new in the dark. But she has never seen Yap-Rat react before.
El Cohete halts as Grip draws his revolver. Also drawing, Melchior rides up beside him, causing El Cohete to flatten his ears and lash his tail.
They wait in silence, Ivy holding her breath, her right hand sliding to the four-round at her hip.
With several deep sniffs, Yap-Rat darts to the left, tail and hackles lifting by the glow of street lamps.
Grip and El Cohete follow down the side street, Melchior and Chucklehead behind. Volar balks but Rosalía keeps him in place. Corra lifts her head, nostrils flared, ears pricked. Elsewhere, with the string of pack horses in tow, does not move.
An instant later, a savage snarling and yapping erupts around a dark corner. Chucklehead rears, bolting up the road to them, kicking his heels as he goes.
But Melchior is laughing. “Nothing,” he says, grinning as he turns Chucklehead in a tight circle.
Grip curses as he rides El Cohete out and the enormous dogfight subsides to a few growls behind him.
“Cartload of curs down there,” Melchior explains. “They’ll be following a bitch in heat.” Still chuckling at Grip. “Had us guessing we’re about to be eaten.”
Rosalía lets out her breath and Ivy feels her shoulders relax. She is too accustomed to Melchior’s vulgarity to mind the obscene commentary.
“Trouble with using a beast as vanguard.” Melchior allows Chucklehead to start off once more down the road with Grip and El Cohete at their flank.
“Yet I did not discern your interest in going first, Mr. L’Heureux.” Grip glares between his horse’s ears, the rest following.
“Soft solder now?” Melchior waves his Colt around as he speaks. “Takes a fool to scout in the dark, don’t it?”
“Are you permitted to carry that in the city?” Rosalía asks, watching the animated revolver.
Melchior looks back at her, then around at the road and false-fronted timber buildings they ride past. “Fair question. Didn’t see posting.” He looks at Grip. “Folks permitted being heeled in Monument?”
“They were not previously. However, I saw no sign either. There was one at every road the last time I visited, over a year past.”
“Expect times’ve changed since then.” Melchior drops the Colt in its holster. “We’ll assume they are, so we’ll be as well.”
Who “they”? Why does everyone act as if they ride into ambushes?
“The hotel proprietor may yet ask for them,” Grip says, now looking left and right as they enter a central part of town. “Miss Jerinson, keep your Tinestel concealed if your weapons are requested. No one else carries a pocket gun?”
Melchior shakes his head. “Reckon they won’t ask. There’d be posting.” He gazes upward to high building fronts with his mouth open.
Beside Ivy, Rosalía seems uncomfortable, glancing at each merchant or miner they pass on the board sidewalk. Men pause in conversation or look back at them as they ride past, faces concealed by darkness or half-lit by the harsh electric glow through windows.
“Snails,” Melchior says.
Ivy looks around to dazzling shop windows: a row of five across and five up, dancing with winking lights, puffs of steam, spinning copper and brass, clicking, whirring motion. Outside the arching front door, a pair of magnificent brass lions lie on their haunches, forelegs outstretched, heads up like the Sphinx. They are motionless, mouths and eyes closed. Yet Ivy sees dozens of seams and lines and breaks across their life-sized bodies and has no doubt they are guards.
A shiver runs down her spine, her breath again short, a giddy tingling racing through her system like a shot of spirits.
“You did not tell me Monument is a maker’s town,” she whispers.
“There are a good many unfortunate details regarding Monument which remain unsaid, Miss Jerinson.” Grip looks at the lions and window displays, then away. “We must find lodging and get the horses fed and watered.”
They follow him to a prominent hotel with four stories and a huge stable stretching out to the rear, though not the largest in town. Grip jerks his head toward the corner of the porch. Melchior knees Chucklehead over to pull a long bell cord at the right height for a mounted man.
Loud talk and laughter, clatter of glasses, crack of billiards, shouts from winners or losers all filter outside with yellow light.
Ivy looks over her shoulder to the vibrant window display.
The hotel front door opens. A young man in double-breasted, fitted tails with brass bracers on both forearms, knee-high boots, and a sleek, blonde ponytail bows to them.
“Evening gentleman—” he hesitates, squinting. “And ... ladies. Welcome to The Copper Key. What may I do for you this evening?”
“Rooms free?” Grip asks.
“We are here to serve, sir. We have the finest rooms for yourselves and accommodation available for all your animals at the best price. If you stay more than three nights, dinner is on the house.”
“But the room’s more?” Melchior asks.
The young man looks at him, gaze darting up and down. “The room is the same if you stay one or ten nights, sir. We do not gouge at The Copper Key. That business lies with Red Wing across the street. If you stay three nights or more, you may expect a sumptuous repast each evening prepared to your liking at no additional charge. It is as simple as that.” He lifts his chin, still staring at Melchior with prolonged eye contact which Ivy has never seen in any manner of servant or attendant.
“Two rooms,” Grip says. “We must first see to our horses.”
“Three,” Rosalía snaps. “Where do you think you’re going? You can stay in a real room with us.”
Grip scowls at his horse’s neck. “I should prefer—”
Ivy nudges Corra forward. Is that pale young man still staring at Melchior?
“We’ll take three rooms,” she says. “Two doubles and one single. We would like baths and dinner and will be staying at least three nights. As well as eight stalls in your livery with extra feed for the horses. They’ve had a trying journey.”
“Of course, miss.” He inclines his head, finally looking at her. “You will find a bath with hot and cold running water and vanity in every room at The Copper Key. Dinner at your convenience. Take your horses around to the back. A man will meet you there and you will not be disappointed in the quality of our stables or feed. When your mounts are settled, return here and I will show you to your rooms.” He glances again at Melchior before bowing as they turn.
“Sleep on the floor if that’s comfortable to you, but you don’t have to hide from us in the city.” Rosalía goes on chiding the silent Grip as they start around the corner.
Ivy scarcely took in a word the young man said after “hot and cold running water,” feeling punch-drunk.
She turns in her saddle to see Sam, but he is still trying to get a spooky Two Pair moving again, as he apparently dislikes electric lights and clicking devices.
The hostler, middle-aged, in leather jerkin and boots just as tall as those of their host, helps them arrange all the horses in two rows. The man draws water from a pump inside the building by the light of another electric bulb.
Rosalía looks up at this as she drags the saddle from Volar’s back. Melchior and Grip study the feed at hand.
A stableboy strides briskly down the alley, apparently summoned by an unheard bell, and commences filling mangers.
The hostler opens grain sacks and molasses barrels at Melchior’s request, touching his cap and explaining his feeding system.
“Do they want rugs, sir?”
Melchior blinks at him.
“No,” Sam says. “Thank you. They are used to living out and the change in temperature—mostly mustangs.”
“Very good, sir.” Another touch of the cap.
They remove bags and bundles and weaponry from their kit, everything they either need or should not leave in the stable overnight, as the stable boy and hostler tend the horses.
By the time they return to the hotel entrance, many diners have cleared out. Less than a dozen men remain over drinks or billiards visible in a back room.
Ivy marvels as they step into a real lobby with a front desk, burnished wood floor, thick wool rug over that, carved ceiling and trim work in glowing redwood. The woman behind the counter, black feathers in her hair, wears an emerald velvet and black leather corset-topped dress which exposes the pale expanse of her décolletage.
“Are you the ones who spoke to Toulouse?” Her tone is bored, her accent unfamiliar to Ivy, perhaps West Coast. She does not bat an eye at the weaponry bristling about the party, from Ivy’s four-round to the carbine on Rosalía’s shoulder.
Ivy steps forward when Grip stands like a rock and Melchior and Rosalía gaze at the vaulted, carved ceiling and the racily attired hostess in turns, Melchior holding the door for Sam to follow.
“Yes, probably,” Ivy says. “We would like three rooms.”
The woman pulls over a brass pipe mounted into the wall. Holding down a button on the wall, she speaks into the gramophone flare at the end of the pipe without raising her voice. “Your guests, Toulouse.”
She pushes the pipe away and lifts a few sheets of paper to her desk, then produces a pen from a hook on her corset and presses a button at the back of the pen to make a nib pop out the front. She holds the pen out and, as no one else moves, Ivy crosses the remainder of the lobby to the desk.
“Print name and sign. How many nights?”
“Four,” Ivy says, writing. “With the possibility of longer. Do you expect to fill up?”
“Not until Día de Muertos. You should not be double booked.”
“How long until that?” Ivy glances up.
“All Hallows’ Eve.”
“And ... what is today?”
The hostess looks at her narrowly. “Nine October. Thursday.” Then, snatching the pen back from Ivy, she adds, “1879.”
“Thank you,” Ivy says stiffly.
“Jerinson ... I’ve read that name somewhere....”
“You’ve read it?”
“Do you have people in town?”
“No.”
The woman shakes her head, frowning slightly. “Could be a trick of my mind. Not a common name, is it? Two doubles and a single? Eight horses? Four nights?” She lifts and slides papers. “That’ll be sixty-nine dollars and fifty cents.”
This gets Ivy’s attention fully for the first time since the running water talk. She was expecting ... thirty, even forty, though, glancing about the lobby, she is not sure why.
“Oh,” Ivy says after a pause. Can one haggle over prices here? Not judging by the woman’s cold stare.
Grip steps up beside Ivy. “Scale?”
The woman produces a tiny brass scale. She deftly adjusts it, then waits while Grip lifts a suede pouch from his pocket and pours out a fine trickle of gold dust.
Ivy lets out her breath, mentally thanking him for not handing everything he earns over to his sister-in-law.
The woman whisks the gold onto a smooth leather sheet with a miniature brush as Ivy hears footsteps of Toulouse approaching.
She sets gold and scales below the counter, out of sight, taps her papers together, and hands Ivy two sheets. “Policies and dinner menu. Enjoy your evening.”
Policies? Wondering what that means, Ivy glances only fleetingly at the page as she turns to Toulouse.
“Welcome.” He bows. “You will not regret your choice to stay at The Copper Key, ladies and gentlemen. What is your first pleasure? I can show you to your rooms, give you a tour, seat you for dinner, lead you to the bar?” His gaze shifts back to Melchior as he speaks.
They eat a brief dinner, even Grip remaining with them, all too exhausted to linger and more interested in the water, beer, and prickly pear cactus juice, all iced, than the braised rabbit with Arizona strawberries in a burgundy sauce over seared pumpkin.
Ivy is relieved to see eggs on the menu, but bewildered by Rocky Mountain oysters. Surely they do not have oysters out here. She rolls a chunk of ice around her mouth as it melts, studying the menu, catching herself thinking she is being rude and should not read at the table.
To her right, Melchior has both elbows on the table. Across from her Grip eats rabbit off his knife rather than fork. To her left, Rosalía has her hands wrapped around a sweating glass, gazing in wonder from the floating ice to the dining room at large. Between Grip and Melchior, Sam looks as if he is about to fall asleep in his plate. The crack of billiards in the other room makes him jump.
Ivy smiles and goes on with her reading.
She finishes her second juice and third glass of water, already feeling her headache recede. Denied her bath the previous afternoon, she cannot possibly go to bed without experiencing that hot and cold running water.
She finishes her rabbit as the waiter brings another cactus juice. Might as well.
Toulouse returns to the dining room as they leave their table, holding three iron keys. “If you will follow me, ladies and gentlemen.”
He leads them up the plushly carpeted stairs, then shows them their rooms on the third floor. He explains the attendant cords by the door inside each—as if they have never heard of ringing for service—and demonstrates the workings of the electric light switches and taps for water at a long, porcelain, claw-footed bathtub behind a dressing screen, indicates towels and soap, and shows them the separate water closet at the end of the hall.
“If you need anything at all, your wish is our command. You need only ring.” He smiles as he faces them, looking past Ivy to her cousin.
A tip, damn him, he wants a tip. Ivy glances at Sam.
He has already removed a tarnished quarter from his pocket and hands it to the young man with thanks and goodnight.
Key in hand, Ivy almost runs to the bath.
Rosalía studies the room, discussing with interest the wool rather than cornhusk mattresses, the instantaneousness of the electric light, the oil painting on the wall of a red rock basin, the way the glass window opens and closes at a crank.
Ivy lights a candle since Rosalía keeps flipping off the switch, arranges the dressing screen around the bath, and throws jacket, then tunic over it with puffs of dust.
“There’s something in the window,” Rosalía says from the other side of the barrier. “You can’t lean out.”
Ivy turns off the water with six inches of hot in the bottom. She’ll scrub as much dirt off as possible, drain, then fill the miracle.
“It’s a screen,” she says, hopping on one foot to peel away a wool stocking that feels embedded in her flesh. “Keeping insects out.”
“Do you want the bed by the window or the door?”
Bed? Ivy would sleep on the roof, in the cellar, across the middle of the road....
“Either is fine.”
Warm and wet and soap with real lather and scent of lavender. Amazing. She lies on her back, knees drawn up, to soak her head and scrub vigorously at her hair with the bar of soap.
When her ears are free of water, Rosalía is saying something about the painting.
“Uh-huh.” Ivy dunks her head again.
It is not until she runs the second bath that greater possibilities occur to her.
“Rose, do you think they have a working telegraph office? They must. A maker’s city like this ... they could have anything. They could have regular post. They could have ... steamcoaches.”
The light goes out. It comes on. Rosalía chuckles. Back out.
“Did you have electricity in your home in Boston?”
Only cavemen do not have electricity. And New Mexico Territory.
“Yes. Do you think we could wash our clothes in the bath and they would dry by morning? It’s so arid.”
“Nothing heavier than cotton.” The light comes on. “Do they give out?”
“The bulb will blow eventually. It can take years.”
“I knew about them. Grip has seen maker cities and electric lights. Winter thinks Santa Fé terribly old-fashioned. But I’d never seen them up close. How do they work?”
“Wires run through the walls. Oliver powers devices off batteries and steam. That’s how he makes ice....” Ivy ducks under the water, shaking her head for a rinse. “I won’t be a minute more,” she gasps.
“Take your time. We’ll get clothes washed before I go so everything can start to dry.”
By the time Ivy is mostly dry herself, in her one change of underclothes, bent over the tub with Rosalía to scrub their shirts, she has her knees crossed and is almost hopping in place. How many glasses full did she drink?
“How do we reach the water closet like this?” She glances down at her underwear.
Rosalía crosses the room to yank a blanket off one of the small beds.
Almost laughing, Ivy wraps herself and, barefoot, darts down the dim hall.



Sixty-Fourth
Rally to Combat Plague
Women in low-cut gowns laced in leather and accented by elbow-length gloves. Men in suits gleaming with devices, goggles, and handguns, buckle boots and tall hats. Children in clothes made in a shop rather than by their mothers. Horses with brass studs glinting off tack, fly screens to protect their eyes, elaborate saddles with built-in holsters and timepieces rather than lariats and bedrolls.
This in the first minute stepping onto the front porch of The Copper Key by daylight, following breakfast of bacon, French toast with apple butter, and fried eggs.
The door bangs open behind Ivy, Rosalía, Sam, and Melchior and they turn.
Their hostess of the night before dashes out, brandishing a crackling newspaper at Ivy. “This was it. I knew I’d read the name. Of course, it’s delayed—two months old from San Francisco. Are you a relation?”
Sam takes the paper, frowning.
“You receive newspapers from San Francisco?” Ivy asks. “And my name is in one?”
“Look there.” The woman stabs her finger at a page, which Sam smooths and turns so they can both read.
The Dramatic Chronicle is dated from August, the pages battered and creased. Ivy reads down a column on the front page which the woman pointed out.
 
RALLY TO COMBAT PLAGUE NEXT SATURDAY
Since his discovery of The Plague of Unmitigated Proportions in ’71, Doctor William G. Daray’s name has become known the world over. An ailment first called Poor Plague or Vice Fever after the slums of New York City where it spawned, Doctor Daray was himself murdered and consumed by his own study patients in ’72, by which time he had urged the government to quarantine the great city and halt the spread.
As risers (men, women, or children stricken with Daray’s disease) claw the doors of the good people of San Francisco and roam our streets, we are all reminded of the consequences of inaction.
Even as the sickness spread across the East Coast, people of the West slept soundly in their beds. The Great Fire of Boston, set to bring an end to a “horde” of the sick, also decimated a large portion of the city when the blaze ran away and the fire department was hamstrung by horse flu. Without the efforts of Boston’s makers, it seems unlikely any of that fine city would still be standing. In Philadelphia, a scheme was cooked up to drown riser hordes by means of vast tanks and luring sick inside with live prey. Regrettably, the livestock drowned while the risers waited at the bottom for the vessels to drain. How many instances of fighting and failing must be laid before San Franciscans before we may stand up and say, “I know a better way!”?
The time has come, gentlemen. The hour is upon us. As we watched and waited and thought we should be so much cleverer if ever sickness reached our fair city, Daray’s disease moved steadily south, then west. Until, as this reporter has already professed, cold fingers of the Devil beat our doors.
Rejoice! By this time next year, Daray’s disease could be gone: Doctors and scientists, even makers, of the East work tirelessly to bring us a cure; some kind of medicine or safeguard, a chance at salvation. In a recent telegram to this paper, Doctor Arthur Jerinson of Boston, leading researcher on the condition and former colleague of Doctor Daray, professed cautious yet growing optimism in the possibility of future inoculation (by syringe injection) against the spread of the sickness.
Could it be? Could a chemical liquid and needle form the fortress which protects our human species from annihilation? If so, will it come soon enough? Do we as a city, as a civilization, as an entire world, have a chance?
This reporter says, “YES!”
IF we learn from mistakes of our neighbors.
IF we rally now to protect our city and families.
IF we stand up and fight while we still can.
IF we work together to build a future in which we may leave our homes, may send our children to school, may visit places of work and amusement without fear.
As previously reported, New York City has fallen, cities from Charleston to Providence have evacuated or perished. But Boston and Philadelphia and Chicago are still fighting, while San Francisco now enters the War.
Join us: Let your voices be heard. Great men of this great city, come to The Palace Hotel at the corners of Market and New Montgomery Streets at Noon on Saturday, August 30, for a public meeting in which our leaders will discuss their plans, hear yours, and build a future for San Francisco together with her most precious asset: You.
The Dramatic Chronicle will SEE YOU THERE.
 
Ivy sits sideways on the partition between Corra’s and Volar’s stalls, absently combing her mare’s disheveled mane.
“What do they mean when they say ‘fallen’?” Rosalía asks from Volar’s stall, cleaning out his hooves one by one.
“Gone?” Melchior asks. He stands in the alley, grooming Chucklehead with a stiff brush.
“A city like that could not be gone,” Sam says. “You do not realize how massive it is—how many people.”
“No people, though,” Melchior says. “Are there? Only Plague-sick.”
“I expect that’s what they mean,” Rosalía says, sounding doubtful. “Fallen makes you envision piles of rubble, bodies everywhere, plumes of smoke. Fallen.... How many people were in New York City?”
“One million, I believe,” Sam says, turning his hands as Elsewhere methodically licks molasses off them. “Immigration into the city ceased even before I arrived. Ceased anywhere into the nation shortly thereafter. It should have many years ago, of course. All the ports. But ... when one is running away from something.... Many people were willing to risk the sickness over their pasts. Everyone imagined it would be stopped, cured, at any time.”
“Maybe it will now.” Rosalía looks up at Ivy. “Does he really have an injection that could protect people?”
Ivy combs at the bottom edge of the mane, an inch at a time. Perhaps she should cut some off. Luck’s was not so long. None of the other horses besides Little Bird have a mane as long as Corra’s. She had not been living the life of a trail horse a few weeks ago. Now she is impractical. And beautiful. Ivy combs on.
The stable is quiet, only brushes and horses shifting and hum of flies.
“He and his colleagues never used to share anything they worked on with the public unless it had at least gone to promising trials,” Ivy says, eyes on the mane. “They began debating a vaccine as far back as six years ago or more. Perhaps right from the beginning. I would not have thought it possible. He did not. But it has been a year and a half since I was in Boston. Anything could have happened. If they are mentioning such a thing to the public, it may mean someone has already run a successful test.”
“Wouldn’t solve the difficulty, would it?” Melchior asks. “Still Plague-sick everywhere.”
“But no one else would catch it,” Ivy says.
“It could only stop the spread if everyone was treated,” Rosalía says. “Rails are closed, the nation shut down.”
“Exceptions can be made. Medical supplies reached Raton Pass.” Ivy pulls the comb all the way through the long mane. She slides off the wall, brushing bits of hay from her dark tunic sleeves. “I would like to meet makers of this town, but we have greater priorities. Does anyone have cash?”
Rosalía shakes her head.
“Sixty-three cents,” Sam says.
“Bit of dust and a few nickels,” Melchior says.
Ivy looks around to the end of the row where Grip has been wrapping El Cohete’s swollen legs in a hot bran poultice. He was out with the horses before the rest woke. He has said not a word to them since they arrived and Rosalía told him about the article.
Ivy waits. He does not look up or speak. She thinks better of prompting him, remembering he paid for their extravagant rooms despite not wanting to stay in the hotel at all.
She looks at Melchior, who pulls the slipknot on Chucklehead’s rope to return to his stall.
“I don’t know how long we will stay,” Ivy says. “But, wherever we go, we know we have another long journey ahead. We need as much to stockpile as we can fit onto the horses. Can you win us funds?”
“Never seen a town I couldn’t.”
“Please make income your first priority. Sam, perhaps you and I can find more newspapers? Local, imported, anything and anyone with outside information. The post office will be the best place to begin.”
Sam nods, but he looks uncomfortable, glancing toward Melchior as he ties his horse in the stall.
“Rose, will you please approach the Mexican community for us? If Arizona is anything like New Mexico, one can speak to five people about the same event and hear five stories. I would like to learn all we can about what people know or have seen out here. Can a freighter be organized to Santa Fé? Why and how is Monument prospering? What is the condition of the trade route to San Francisco? How much government assistance or interference effects roads to the west?”
Ivy rubs her hand down Corra’s back as she steps from the narrow stall. “Sam and I will also visit any general stores to inquire about trade and communication. Our supper is covered by the hotel. Let us all meet in the dining room this evening and compare notes if our paths do not cross before then.”
She pauses outside El Cohete’s stall at the end of the row. “Is he all right?”
Grip glances up at her, then goes back to his wrapping, a laborious business with one hand, using his right forearm for assistance.
“Older than the others,” Grip says. “He doesn’t hold up as well to a long journey on scant rations as he used to. All right after a couple days’ rest.”
Ivy nods, watching the stallion shiver flies from his flanks. “Does Monument still have a mayor?”
“And marshal. That does not make it a less dangerous city.”
“Those men will know what goes on. Perhaps we may gain an audience with one or—”
“I would not recommend it.” Grip straightens up, feeling along the buckskin’s scarred stifle.
“Might you consider telling us what we should know about Monument without making us guess?” Ivy asks.
Grip studies the leg, then looks at her, resting his left hand on his horse’s hip.
“The government is corrupt. The makers and wealthiest businessmen run this town.” He shifts his gaze to Melchior, who has led out and tied Little Bird. “A bilk not working for one of the aforementioned will be executed on the spot.” Looks at Rosalía. “Tread carefully. You would be surprised who may be working for them.” To Ivy. “If you are perceived as a threat, such as diverting goods east for altruism, you will be evicted. You must make it sound as if there is much to be gained for Monument by aiding as humble a place as Santa Fé. You must also be careful to whom you speak and what you say. Monument does not take kindly to outside interference touching their kingdom in the sand. You may prove you possess greater sense than hitherto demonstrated by avoiding the makers of this city entirely. All of them.”
Ivy looks at him, everyone else silent, watching.
She lets out a slow breath. “Is there a reason you did not mention any of this a fortnight ago? Or a month? And do not tell me I did not ask or I will slip something in your coffee.”
“Tell me what I said that would have affected your plans in coming.” Grip turns back to his work.
“Of course I would still have wished to come. Yet these are details which—” Ivy shakes her head and walks away. “Sam, I only need my bag and goggles from the room. I will meet you out front in a few minutes.”
It should not matter, any of the unsavory aspects of Monument. She had to remind herself just to mention Santa Fé and freighters a moment ago. All she can think about after reading that paper is how soon Corra will be rested enough to start for San Francisco.
As she steps from the hotel stable into desert sunlight, Ivy almost walks into a pair of men turning the corner to enter.
“Pardon me—” Ivy stops, feeling blood drain from her face.
“Miss....” Both immaculate young men lift their homburgs.
“The fault is ours. Please excuse us,” the older says with a slight bow, though polite words are belied by his less than admiring glance to her duster and pants.
Horrified, Ivy whips around as they step past her into the dim stable. “Mr. Gordon?”



Sixty-Fifth
Dry Gulched
The two men turn.
“I did not expect to run across you here.” Ivy’s mind races. What can she say to keep them out of that alley?
They scrutinize her for a second before Adair smiles. “Forgive us, Miss ... Jerinson. We did not recognize you away from Santa Fé.” His eyes flicker from her Stetson to her four-round on the gun belt below her duster. “What brings you to Arizona?”
“I heard Monument held onto trade better than anywhere in New Mexico Territory these days. Which appears true.”
“Quite. Well....”
“What brings you here, Mr. Gordon?” Speaking louder than needed.
“Business. The same reason most men are brought to Monument. May we presume you travel in company, miss?”
“At this moment, I am adrift. Do you happen to know if there is an operational telegraph office nearby?”
“There is. Overpriced and unreliable now, though you may find fortune.”
“I do not mean to trouble you, only, if you could spare a moment, I have just set foot in town, Mr. Gordon.”
It takes no great scrutiny to gauge their faces: Adair disinterested, Boyd impatient. What happened to the Greek gods buying her wine and asking her pleasure? She should have brought her mended dress to this city, no matter the space it would take in her packs. She thought nothing of walking out of the hotel this morning. Now she feels blood rush back into her face with a vengeance as she faces them, longing to pull down her hat and run.
“Yes,” Adair says slowly. “Perhaps we can be of assistance?” He glances at Boyd and the brothers step back into the sun with her. “The post office is just this way. They have a telegraph office attached. Or one of the makers runs his own on Jackson Road.”
“Thank you so much, Mr. Gordon. This is kind of you.”
The streets are busy with humans and horses and the main thoroughfare, Canyon Street, is paved in red rock. By day, the brass lions sit upright, high as a man’s chest at the tops of their gleaming manes. Their heads shift back and forth as if watching all who approach. Ivy is certain this is automated, yet she has seldom seen such workmanship—the creatures appearing alive as they stare her down.
Boyd remains silent as Adair, courteous, if cold, points out the most notable makers’ establishments, the finest gunsmith, and best saddler and cobbler in town while he leads her to the post office.
“Les Canyons serves the finest meals,” Adair says, indicating a timber, copper, and iron false-fronted building. “Monsieur Paquet is the best chef in this part of the world. The man can make corn and venison seem a new invention. If you are staying at The Copper Key you should know they do not include drinks in their complementary suppers. You are running a tab for every whiskey and water.”
Ivy looks over her shoulder to the grand hotel. “Thank you, Mr. Gordon. I did not realize.”
“And there is a show in town at the moment, did you know? I cannot recommend it unless vulgar oddities are your taste, miss.” Adair looks around. “Here we are. Assuming their prices are no handicap, you should be able to get a telegram off as you please.”
Boyd looks skyward and Adair follows his gaze.
“Rain approaches. The makers will be glad. Enjoy your time in Monument, miss.”
They tip their hats and depart, Boyd glancing back at Ivy once as he says something to his brother from the corner of his mouth.
Face still burning, Ivy slips into the telegraph office, inquires about prices without hearing the answers, then waits a few minutes before hurrying back up Canyon Street to the hotel.
On the third floor of The Copper Key, she finds her and Rosalía’s room empty and no answer to her knock at Sam and Melchior’s door. She even tries Grip’s with no result. Hands thrust into duster pockets, Ivy paces the floor of their bedroom from window to door. Inside the pocket, she holds the lake-smoothed arrowhead, running her thumb up and down the flat.
Can they all have gone on as if nothing happened? Could they not hear? They were just down the stable alley. Melchior may be foolish enough not to hide from those men, but surely Sam would keep him away. Assuming they know, where are they? What if they did not leave the stable fast enough and ran into the brothers on their return from the post office? What if they are even now pacing off, herself the only member of the party absent?
Ivy shudders. Releasing the flint in her pocket, she jogs downstairs, turns a landing corner, and runs into Sam.
Ivy jumps back as he trips down a step into Melchior, who catches his arm.
“Ivy—”
“You’re all right.”
“Thank you.”
“They did not see you? Quick—” Ivy waves them up to her room.
Sam would never have entered her hotel room a few months before. But, as with so many details of their lives, that was a few months before.
“You should remain in the hotel,” Ivy says, breathless as she closes the door. “In your room. Perhaps they will not be in town long.”
“Been here a week and another booked,” Melchior says. “Swagger they’re waiting for something or someone. Same as they waited for us in Santa Fé.”
“How do you know?” Ivy asks.
He stalks to the window to look out, his jingling spurs muted on thick carpet. 
“We made inquiries while you led them away for us,” Sam says. He stands in the middle of the room, hands at his sides, back stiff.
“Sit down.” Ivy indicates the writing desk and chair, sure he will not sit on the edge of a bed. “Please. How were you able to learn that?”
“Toulouse,” Melchior says.
“Who? Our young host?”
“Hair rich calling anyone young?” Melchior looks around at her.
“You are two years older than me. If—”
“Three. Born in fifty-nine. Turn twenty next month.”
“I do not believe the man’s age is relevant to the issue at hand,” Sam murmurs as he pulls out the chair.
“Whole patch’s a dull ax,” Melchior says. “Ain’t hiding like we’re the bandits.”
“I wish we did not have to, of course,” Sam says. “But I also wish you and I to see another sunrise.”
“Wish in one hand, spit in the other, see which fills faster. Something’s got to—”
“Melchior,” Ivy says. “You do not honestly want to face them? They almost killed Grip and he can draw and fire twice as fast as you.”
“The hell? Going around with your eyes shut?”
“Mel—” Sam stands up.
“It’s true,” Ivy says.
“Sard kind of place did you learn numbers in that Big City?” Melchior’s tone grows more hostile by the word. “‘Twice’ as fast and ‘two’ years? Only three months shy of three years older and shoot faster than—”
“Perhaps I should have said ‘accurately,’ We are only trying to save your life. Tell me with a straight face you think you can draw faster than the Gordons.”
“Been mixing with that bounty hunter a heap too much. Train to start on Colts next?” Melchior is almost shouting. “Know how often I miss what I aim for? Count on one hand—”
“You just wasted half your chamber shooting at something you couldn’t hit two days ago. If you are such a sensible marksmen—”
“Keep planning to play the gallery every sarding time trouble roosts? Think you can show us how to do better?”
Sam steps between them, facing Melchior, close.
“Do not raise your voice to her,” he says softly, each word distinct.
Melchior glares past him at Ivy, both of them breathing hard, then turns away to face the window. He presses his palms into the ledge.
“What’d you want us to do?” Tone lowered to a mumble, Ivy is unsure whom he addresses. “Keep offish the whole time we’re in Monument? Not saying we can make a mash on the ABCs, but ain’t comfortable with the hang fire on something that’s got to be met. They’ve their backs up, hardly shinning in a hurry. Snails rather call to get the bulge if there’s chance; else every day running risk on being dry gulched.”
Dejectedly, Melchior looks up at Sam, then past him to Ivy. Back to Sam, again to Ivy. “What?”
Ivy shakes her head, sinking back to sit on the edge of a bed. “I only ... wish you would speak English. Spanish even. One or the other would be helpful, I’m sure.”
Melchior frowns. He looks at Sam. “Not sounding clear to you?”
Sam rubs his temples. “You would prefer to address the issue now, rather than running from it to risk finding ourselves worse off in the end?”
“Sure.” He glares at Ivy. “Sam’s twigging.”
“Isn’t Sam brilliant? Try this one: if you face them now, you will die. If you put it off, you may never have to face them. They could forget. They could ride somewhere else. They could be washed away in a flood, struck by lightning, bitten by risers, and eaten by buffalo in the same half-hour period. Then, we wouldn’t have to worry about them anymore. Stranger and more horrible things happen out here.”
Melchior is scowling, talking under his breath. “Buffalo only eat grass.”
“You must be able to see you cannot beat them in a duel. I do not say you cannot shoot or draw fast or you do not know your business, nor will you ever hear me say that. I know you know how to handle yourself and a revolver. But you cannot compete with them. They’re famous for it. And you only have one chance to demonstrate you cannot compete. After that ... it doesn’t matter about pride or skill or speed, does it?” Ivy presses her fingers into the coverlet, looking at the floor.
“Can’t just skin out from a fight,” Melchior says. “Can’t hide while you all scout Monument.”
“You should consider giving it a try.” Ivy looks up. “For today even? Perhaps we can come up with something. Rosalía wanted to see some canyon called the Kaibab. We could ride out a few days and return.”
“Kaibab’s only a day out,” Melchior says.
“Just give us a minute before you run out to introduce yourself.”
Melchior scuffs carpet with the pointed toe of his boot, thumbs tucked into his belt.
“The show.” Ivy almost gasps the words.
Sam and Melchior look around at her.
“There is some sort of event in town. Adair told me. We could go and—”
The door bangs open. Rosalía jumps when she sees them all in there, herself panting and looking more distressed than Melchior or Sam about their mounting risk of death.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Have any of you seen Grip?”
“Not since we left the stable,” Sam says.
“What is it?” Ivy asks. “Did you run into the ABCs?”
“I thought I saw—no. What happened with them, Ivy?”
But Ivy shakes her head, feeling bewildered on top of everything else now. “It seems they are also staying at The Copper Key. But we may be able to avoid them. What happened to you? Why are you upset?”
“I’m fine.” Rosalía crosses to the second window to look out.
Sam tries to offer her the chair.
Looking for Grip? Why?
“What’s the show?” Melchior asks Ivy.
“What show?”
He rests a hand on his hip. “Asking me?”
“Oh, I don’t know. All I know is, the way he said it, they will not be attending. Perhaps we can stay away from the brothers and still get through some of town.”
“Toulouse will know about it.”
“Rose? Are you sure you’re all right? Will you come with us?”
She drags her gaze from the street below to assure Ivy she is fine, though their eyes hardly meet before she is looking out again.
Determined Melchior and Sam should not be roaming the hotel, Ivy scouts the lobby herself and asks at the front desk about local events. Ten minutes later, the four of them slip out the back door through the dining room like burglars, on their way to the sideshow.



Sixty-Sixth
Freaks
“Always wanted to see a freak show. Reckon they’ve got the Apewoman?”
“Are you referring to poor Julia Pastrana?”
“It had a name?” Melchior looks around from the small queue before them at the ticket office, raising his voice over hawkers drawing attention to the show.
“She died twenty years ago,” Ivy says, “and exhibiting human beings with out of the ordinary medical complaints is as ignorant as it is—”
“Your idea to shift here!”
“Our hostess said it was mostly talent exhibitions and spiritualists. All their advertising looks like rare diseases and tricks to lure the gullible.”
Melchior rolls his eyes. “What spiritualists are.”
“Those wretched people should not be subjected to such treatment. Like beasts in a zoological garden.”
“Ivy, it is a legitimate means for these people to earn a living,” Sam says, though his attention seems focused on the crowd around them. “How else could they?”
“You as well? They should be undergoing treatment and overcoming their condition before worrying about such matters. The scientific community could compensate them for their time.”
“’Spect some freaks don’t aim to ‘overcome their condition.’ Who they are, ain’t it? Make a dandy living by sitting around. Who’s to say they’re after ‘treatment’?”
“These shows should be raising funds for medical awareness and research then.” Ivy watches a young woman in a yellow gothic dress with enough feathers in her hair to stuff a pillow and enough brass on her bodice to rivet a steamer as she passes out stage cards.
“When I was a boy, Angus Muckaskill and General Tom Thumb were still on,” Melchior says, his own gaze following a chained monkey hanging upside down from the tent awning over the ticket man. “Never got to see them. Heard he was eight feet tall.”
The monkey sticks its tongue out at them, making Melchior grin. Feather-hair shoves a stage card with lurid paintings of two-headed men and bearded women in his face.
“Have you heard about our Hall of Human Curiosity, ladies and gentleman? Have you experienced the thrill of the Viper Man? Half-man, half-snake, he will astound with every twist and turn. Or be bedazzled by Mr. Sebastian Pneuma. Witness the world-famous spiritualist who holds council with the dead.”
“Magic lantern show!” a man, also clad in yellow, shouts from a nearby tent as the woman moves on. “Be amazed, be astounded! Watch pictures move!”
“Miss Ruiz?” Sam glances to Rosalía beside him. “You were looking for Grip?”
Ivy follows his gaze to see Grip, not in the sideshow crowd, but stepping from a narrow alley. He walks to the next corner and looks along it, then up the opposite road toward Canyon Street.
“Who is he searching for?” Ivy asks. “The ABCs?”
“That cur?” Melchior suggests. “Haven’t seen it again.” He reaches the ticket man’s counter and fishes in his pocket. “Four.”
“Two dollars.”
Melchior laughs. “Starting entertainment early?”
“Rose, did you say you saw someone you wished to tell Grip about?” Ivy asks.
Rosalía, who has said nothing since they left The Copper Key, shakes her head, watching Grip.
The ticket man, below a violently yellow suit and hat adorned in stuffed chipmunks, also dyed yellow and with scarlet glass eyes, grins back at Melchior. “Glad to be of service, sir. Fifty cents a head. That will be two dollars.”
“Sard it is.”
Sam rests his hand on Melchior’s forearm. “There are four of us. Might you offer a group discount?”
The monkey reaches for glinting sungoggles on Melchior’s hat. Failing there, it catches his hat brim.
“Family rate starts at five. Half price on young bits. Any children?”
“What’s the discount if we’ve five?” Melchior asks.
The monkey, though smaller than the hat, yanks it off his head. It buffets the ticket man before Melchior catches it. Upside down, the monkey draws back its lips to jeer in Melchior’s face.
“Twenty percent. Bring eight and we’ll shift you to executives. Thirty percent off and a free peek at the man-eating chicken.”
“How much for the monkey?” Melchior replaces his hat on his head. He reaches up to let the primate grasp his fingers with its tiny fists.
Ivy, who had turned to beckon Grip, looks around. “You expect people to pay to see a man eating chicken?”
The ticket man appears taken aback. “Ever seen a man-eating chicken before?”
“Of course. They were eating chicken last night in our dining room.”
The monkey will not relinquish his hand, so Melchior unclips the chain on its studded leather harness. It leaps on top of his hat and attempts to pry the reflective sungoggles loose.
“Ah.” The man reaches over his counter for the monkey’s harness. “You are referring to a man who is eating chicken, miss.”
“Yes?”
“I am referring to a man-eating chicken.”
“Yes?”
He opens and closes his mouth. The monkey bites his thumb and he jumps back, shaking his hand.
“What are you doing here?” Grip has stepped up beside them, hat pulled low. “I supposed you still practiced at least occasional self-preservation. Mr. L’Heureux, are you aware there is an animal on your face?”
The monkey has wrapped its remarkably long tail all the way around Melchior’s head, just below his nose. It chatters all the time as it yanks at the goggles. One hand on the tail, the other on the round head, Melchior tries to lift it off. It takes the sungoggles along.
“I recommended we visit the show,” Ivy says. “Adair implied it was a place the two were avoiding. Would you like to see it?”
Grip shifts his glare to her. “Because you need someone to pay?”
“Actually, if we have five we get twenty percent off.”
“You should be in your rooms.” To her surprise, Grip reaches in a pocket as he speaks. He hands a half-eagle five dollar gold coin to the man, glancing once more around them. “You are acquainted with the practice of charging much more to get out than to get in at these spectacles?”
“Ever see the Apewoman?” Melchior asks Grip thickly, the monkey’s tail still across his nose.
“I just told you,” Ivy says, “she died ages ago.”
“Likely others.” He finally manages to hold the monkey out to the ticket man, who clips the chain in place. “Got any baboon women?”
The monkey clutches the canvas awning with its feet, hanging on as Melchior tries to twist his goggles from its fist.
“A marvelous array of the strange and heart-stopping will thrill and delight, repulse and beguile in equal measure, sir.” He grabs the monkey’s tail and yanks the animal back, tearing it free from goggles and awning. Rather than crashing to the floor, the monkey catches the man’s shoulder as it flies past and perches there, still chattering and making faces at Melchior.
The yellow-suited man passes the tickets out, then hands over three paper national bank notes to Grip.
Grip does not stir to receive the money, his gaze shifting from the grubby paper to the man’s face. “Are you attempting humor?”
“Thought he was our first act,” Melchior says, also scowling at the paper. “But meant all down.”
“You will find Monument fully integrated into the Eastern use of bills and the national notes one hundred percent genuine, sir. You may redeem them within our tents and exhibits as well as at any establishment within Monument for full value against gold.” The beaming man still holds out the paper notes while the monkey tries to tug a gold button off his jacket.
Grip fixes his unblinking challenge stare on the eyes below the yellow hat and does not move or speak.
The man glances at the bills, at the counter he faces, at the monkey, at Grip, at the bills, and back to the counter.
Grip does not move.
Rosalía sighs.
“However, you may prefer your change in silver, sir?” Still smiling, the man withdraws the national bank notes and offers three silver dollars which the monkey makes a grab for.
Grip takes the coins without comment.
“Enjoy your visit and prepare to be amazed, ladies and gentleman!” The man gives them a little bow, lifting his chipmunk-adorned hat as they step past.
The monkey claps and grins.
“Who were you looking for?” Ivy asks. “Did you see the Gordons out here?”
They are on the edge of the city, where buildings are one and two stories and the sideshow has set up long rows of tents around the main canvas exhibit hall.
“The dog,” Grip says, still looking around.
Melchior smirks at her.
“Oh.” Ivy is about to ask why when another yellow-clad man greets them at the first entrance.
He bombards them with a whirlwind of explanations regarding the Hall of Human Curiosity, the Terrifying Reality of Spiritualists, and the Gates to the Impossible, all of which they must see before they go.
Tattooed white men and a tattooed woman, remarkable “new” inventions like electric candles and gramophones, a woman walking on swords, a panting tiger turning in a cage, a few more monkeys, and they already seem to have run out of spectacles included in admission.
Rosalía is fascinated by the inventions, while Melchior shoves children out of the way so he can reach the tiger. Sam asks Grip what he thinks should be done about the ABC situation, but Ivy can catch no more of the conversation in the hot, noisy tents as she also watches the tiger.
She should be getting something done. Information. Cash. Instead they are spending money and learning nothing. Except that monkeys like shiny objects and tigers dislike being kept in cages hardly longer than their bodies.
What else can they do? Sit in their rooms? Hide, as Melchior said? Or leave. Forget information in Monument. Grip finds the place so disreputable anyway, what of going on to San Francisco?
But the horses. And the means to obtain fresh supplies for a trip. And what of a freighter to Santa Fé? Wasn’t that what this was about? Reaching to the outside to aid those at home? And what if her friends do not want to go to San Francisco?
Three outside tents greet them at the end of the exhibit hall. Here, a man holds court in a booming bass: “Ten cents apiece or twenty for all three! A steal, ladies and gentleman! See the Viper Man, the Desert Giant, and the Living Dead all for the price of two!”
The jolly crowd does not seem surprised by extra charges, but fishes in pockets and handbags for silver dimes.
“I am unsure,” Grip says as he and Sam approach Ivy. “Tone has changed since last I visited.”
Rosalía also joins them, smiling now. “Ivy, do they have things like this in Boston?”
“Sideshows?”
“Where is Melchior?” Sam asks Grip anxiously.
“Looking for a way to let the tiger out of its cage.”
Sam rushes away.
Rosalía waves back to the makers’ exhibit. “They have a kettle in there that boils water in thirty seconds. I saw it. Cold water. You could put your hand in and feel it. Then they poured it in the kettle and it boiled in thirty seconds. Can you believe that? You could see it work. They served coffee.”
“I could use some,” Ivy tells Rosalía, unable to clear her thoughts. “Do you want to see others?”
Rosalía turns to her brother.
Grip frowns as he produces more coins, but not as if put out with her. He looks preoccupied. “Rose, have you noticed—?”
She and Ivy are already turning away to pay as Sam pulls Melchior back to them.
Ivy thought Melchior would be all for the Desert Giant after his long-remembered wish to see Angus Muckaskill, but Melchior does not even try to push ahead in the crowd. Staying at the back, he looks repeatedly around to the tent they just came from.
“You criticized me for keeping a fox,” Ivy says as they move on to the Living Dead. “What would you do with a tiger if you had one?”
“Shouldn’t be in there,” Melchior says, still looking back. “Could turn it loose. Live on mule deer.”
“It has probably been in a cage all its life. It wouldn’t know how to live on mule deer and would attack people if it was loose.”
“Reckon it should attack the bastards locking it up.” He glances at her. “See the look in its eyes?”
Ivy looks away.
This tent is not bright and loud with gasps and applause. This one is dim with murmurs and children being hushed and pulled away.
Beside her, Sam starts. Rosalía stands on her toes, then slips around to the side. Ivy follows. The smell hits her before the sight: dead, rotting putrefaction.
A cold chill flies along her spine and her hand drops to the four-round on her belt. Rosalía takes a step back and Ivy sees around the few daring to be out front, facing an iron cage, not unlike that of the tiger.
Inside, a silent, gray figure, emaciated, filthy, bloody rags falling off in tatters, reaches through bars to grab at those kept from reach by a roped-off space around the cage.
Ivy draws her four-round, shock and rage and disgust mingling as she faces the snapping horror.
The gray figure looks around. Dark eyes gleam with the tent’s single electric bulb reflecting off a moist surface. When their eyes meet, Ivy sees pink rims to the lids and clear whites. Then Rosalía shoves her away.
Ivy’s hands tremble as she jams the four-round back in its holster, stepping with Rosalía out below the tent’s overhanging canopy.
“Why would they do something like that?”
A lady inside screams and is dragged out by her male companion.
Hawkers wave more inside or shout for attention at the Viper Man’s tent.
“How’d they get the smell?” Melchior appears at Ivy’s shoulder.
“Did you not see the trapdoor?” Grip steps up beside them, lighting a cigarette. “A dead goat or dog will be lying below the cage.”
“This is a sickness which has killed millions. A spectacle to paint a man’s face and charge to—” But her throat is tight and her words feel as disjointed as her thoughts. She stops.
“We should not have come.” Sam’s voice. “If it was this or remaining in our rooms, I should rather be trapped.”
Melchior looks again toward the tiger tent.
“Let’s see the magic lanterns,” Ivy says with a deep breath. “And find lunch, clear our heads.”
Having already paid, they make their way first to the snake tent, where a man in yellow calls that the show is about to begin. Grip watches the sky around colorful tent peaks. Ivy looks around to see charcoal storm clouds building like smoke out of the north, though the sun still shines off canvas and red earth.
Inside, a pit has been dug in the center of the floor, extended by smooth wood panels curving around the top for an extra three feet. Spectators array themselves around the outside of these panels, looking down into the pit where dozens of snakes try to slither up the sides for freedom, or twist together in piles, or glide across the limbs and body of a man sitting among them. He moves in a fluid manner with the serpents around him, talking in a chanting whisper, though Ivy cannot understand his words. The man seems unaware of the muttering crowd as he caresses and kisses and holds the snakes. They twine about his hands, his neck, slip inside his silk shirt, circle his arms.
With the same supple motions, he lifts one writhing serpent to his face. And bites off its head.
Ivy turns quickly as the crowd shrieks and gasps. She pushes through the tent flap, around the side, into shade at the outside wall.
More gasps and applause from within as she breathes hard, wiping sweaty palms against her duster. Beer fumes and laughter waft past.
When she next opens her eyes, Grip is almost beside her, sharing her edge of shade, taking the cigarette from his mouth.
He glances at her. “You remain easily shocked, Miss Jerinson.”
“I am glad.” Ivy watches his hand and trail of smoke. “It is right to be shocked by shocking matters. What will happen to us, our communities, our world when no one is shocked by brutality and cruelty?”
“Are you referring to the snake?”
She meets his eye. “I am referring to a living, breathing creature—biting the head off a living creature for spectacle and profit. If that does not shock you, I am sorry.”
Ivy walks past him, back through the entrance tent of tigers and electric kettles and tattooed women. Grip turns to watch her go, but says nothing as she does.
Sam soon joins her to await the others at the side of the magic lantern tent, apologizing, proposing they return to the hotel. She can barely hear him, breathing hard as she watches storm clouds.
Sam falls silent, making her feel guilty, and she mumbles something about being all right.
As she looks at Sam, a group of men behind him, along the outside of the magic lantern tent, catch her eye. Cowhands with wide hats, bandanas, and chaps, some with their spurs on. A tall stick of a man from this group keeps looking toward her. Ivy knows she has seen him before, but cannot place him from Santa Fé. A companion of his lights a cigarette for him and they start off. The tall man remains still, glancing again toward Ivy and Sam. Dusty angora chaps.
“Smells like grub in there,” Melchior says, stepping up to them.
“Yes.” Ivy can scarcely speak, pulse fast as she realizes who that man is. “We can get lunch at the same time.” She takes Sam’s elbow and pulls him toward the tent flap.
“What in thunderation’s this?” Terribly familiar voice as well.
No, no, no. How are all these people in Monument?
Of course, Melchior turns. Sam also stops and looks around.
Frank Sidlow shakes his head as he watches them.



Sixty-Seventh
Breaking the Tie
“You two got some gall. Sure as shooting choked Silver City,” Sidlow says, lifting his cigarette from his mouth.
Sam’s face drains of color.
“Sard are you doing here?” Melchior steps toward Sidlow.
“Hankering after a fine spectacle.” Eyes narrowed, he grins at Melchior. “Don’t mess about with cottonwoods in Monument, do they? Got their own gallows.”
“You’ve a problem with us you can’t shake, Sidlow? Meet you yonder to settle up.”
Grip emerges from the main tent to approach them. Ivy catches his eye, breath short, fingers digging into Sam’s arm.
“Reckon folks here liable to be as interested in a show as Sheriff Whitley was,” Sidlow goes on.
“Be the main event if you don’t skin out. Aim to cry grief without settling your own account again?”
“I’ve no aim to ‘settle’ with you and your womenfolk, Melchior. Doing my civic duty.”
“Who are you?” From Grip, now beside Ivy and Sam.
Sidlow glares. “Dealer calls.”
While Ivy whispers, “Silver City informant.”
Grip lets out his breath and walks past Melchior to Frank Sidlow. “Over here.”
After hesitating, they follow him around the back of the tent.
“Ivy, go on to the—”
Ivy ignores Sam and pulls him to the corner of canvas and ropes. In deserted shade here, Grip faces Sidlow, Melchior to his left.
“Propose stirring difficulties in Monument as well?” Grip asks.
“Who the hell wants to know?”
“‘Yes,’” Grip says. “Desist.”
“You’ve any idea who you’re mixing with, mister? Those two men—”
“Have any family?”
“What?”
“Children?” Grip asks. “A wife? Anyone waiting for you back home?”
“Ah, hell no. Lonely puncher on a lonely trail is all. Plumb out of work; can’t find two cents to rub together these days. But ain’t here nor there. Those two men—”
“Destined to keep it up?” Grip asks.
“Mister, it’s the moral responsibility of any law-abiding, God-fearing—”
“Jesus Christ.” Grip’s hand moves.
Melchior, who must have seen what was coming, reacts so fast he catches Grip’s revolver in his own hands as Grip draws.
Sidlow leaps back, trips over a tent rope, and falls to red dirt. “What the devil—?”
Sam also starts forward, Ivy remaining at the corner.
“Can’t go and—offered him a duel—snails—” Melchior stammers while he tries to pull the gun away from Grip.
Grip leaves it with him as Sam misses catching his arm. He steps over Sidlow on the ground and Sidlow blinks to find Grip’s pocket revolver aimed between his eyes.
“‘Those two men,’” Grip says softy, “seem to favor your continued existence, cowboy. Do us the courtesy of breaking the tie.”
Sidlow swallows. He wears a gun on his own belt, but his attempt to draw was cut short by the appearance of the pocket revolver.
“Ain’t here to cause no trouble,” Sidlow pants at last.
“Your tone lacks fervor,” Grip says.
“Not going to cause trouble,” Sidlow repeats in a raised voice.
“Then don’t let us hold you up.”
The man scrambles away, coating the furry chaps in even more red dust, then hurries around the side of the tent, past Ivy, his jaw set, breathing hard.
Grip conceals the pocket revolver, takes the first one from Melchior’s unresisting hold, then glances to the sky. “I should be off. You are remaining for the lantern show?”
No one says anything.
“What is the matter, Mr. Samuelson?”
“One cannot go around threatening any man with whom one has a quarrel—”
“Is a murder better than a threat?”
“Of course not.”
“Then consider all in agreement. I cannot abide a man wreaking public aspersions and mayhem for the sake of it. Particularly those who refuse to acknowledge hints.”
Looking at the ground, Melchior says, “Much obliged.”
Grip narrows his eye. “You are welcome, Mr. L’Heureux. Excuse me.” He steps past them and away around the front.
With no more sign of Frank Sidlow, or anyone else who looks like a cowpuncher, all three wait at the magic lantern tent in silence for Rosalía to join them.
Ivy’s heart rate has almost returned to normal and she has begun to remember how hungry she feels by the time they sit down. While the show is comic, even ingenious in its design, she still remains shy of a laugh.
All keep unusually quiet, even through frequent pauses, although Melchior and Rosalía shift some of their worries as they seem overawed by moving pictures. Then, in Melchior’s case, by endless food being peddled and passed around. By the time Melchior gets his hands on skewers of hard cheese cubes coated in caramelized sugar under a maker’s torch and served hot, his whole posture has relaxed.
All are expected to eat with their hands, any utensils or napkins being the responsibility of the diner, and Ivy thinks nothing of it as Sam passes her tiny roast sausages and vegetables on skewers. Besides popped corn and wide array of savory bocaditos, everything seems to be on a stick: cheese and apples, meat and roast new potatoes, even mini doughnuts. Some of these are soaked in a coffee glaze and, to avoid a spectacle, Sam parts with thirty cents to buy the entire remaining supply when Melchior discovers them. Looking as if he is holding a large porcupine with tiny doughnuts dropped all over its spines, Melchior’s enraptured expression as he eats sends Rosalía into a fit of giggles.
Ivy cannot get behind the fried, coffee-flavored dough, but does agree with her cousin regarding the salty, sweet, warm, gooey, amazing caramelized cheese cubes. Definitely the highlight of the sideshow. And probably the whole West.
When Rosalía finds discarded newspapers among benches, Ivy and Sam step out to read. Town news, advertisements for the sideshow, weddings and funerals, latest of San Francisco’s fight against Plague. Well over a month old and Ivy finds little joy in the crumpled pages. The only real piece of note she discovers is an inside page headed, THEIR OWN EYES. Here she learns Monument is not as unsheltered as it appears: makers set vast networks of concealed watch leading into the city in every direction and extending as far as four miles from the heart of town.
Though they rode in at night and unchallenged, Ivy gets the uneasy feeling daylight would not have made obvious any maker watch. She trades papers with Sam, but cannot shake chills even as she reads a piece about a runaway pony cart and the hundred dollars in damage it wrought.
It is evening when they return to The Copper Key. No sign of Frank Sidlow, ABCs, or anyone else more alarming than a man with an armload of bagpipes. Rain falls in feeble plops on dusty roads while lightning flickers from dark clouds in the distance.
They enter through the back door. Rosalía scouts the dining room. Sam heads for the stable to check their horses—all being rustler-shy these days. Melchior starts for the stairs with Ivy to return hats and goggles to rooms and, for Ivy, to wash up before supper. Not that she feels hungry.
They turn from the hall to the first landing, Ivy dragging off her wet hat, and walk into Boyd Gordon coming down the stairs.
“Your pardon, miss,” Boyd says without conviction. His eyes narrow as he glances from Ivy to Melchior, whom Ivy is steering past Boyd with a firm hold on his elbow. “Do I know you?”
Ivy was not expecting this.
Melchior touches his hat. “Mr. Gordon. We met a few years back in Albuquerque. My father and I sold you and your brothers a couple of horses.”
Boyd smiles, revealing white teeth and dimples below his high cheekbones. “You are Charles L’Heureux’s son?” He shifts his hat to his left hand and offers his right. “A pleasure. I still have that bay, Mr. L’Heureux. Best horse I ever rode.”
Melchior shakes his hand.
Holding her breath, Ivy hopes beads of blood are not visible on her brow.
“Obliged, Mr. Gordon. L’Heureux horses are the best this side of the world.”
“Cannot contradict you. My brother and I were sorry to learn your father is no longer with us.” Boyd nods gravely. “And you rode among the party who killed Clay, Mr. L’Heureux.” This one is not a question. “I see you’re a heeled man.” He looks to Ivy, who stands rigid. “The cousin you told us about, Miss Jerinson?”
How do they remember that? Months ago.
“Yes, Mr. Gordon.” Hopefully her words do not sound as strangled as they feel.
“‘My cousin ... and a fair marksman,’” Boyd says meditatively. “He has replaced his weapon? And, Mr. L’Heureux, Grip told us someone else in his company picked up Clay’s copper pendant but no longer possessed it. Would that be you?”
“I did. Regret to tell you, Mr. Gordon, it’s been lost. Had it on me in a flood north of Silver City.”
Boyd purses his lips, his eyes taking on a sorrowful expression as his brows draw together. “I am sorry to hear that, Mr. L’Heureux.” He glances around. “Shall we explore the matter further? I’m just on my way to meet my brother at Les Canyons. Won’t you join us?”
Ivy’s heart pounds in her throat, her muscles tense, fingers digging into Melchior’s arm. “He is spoken for this evening, Mr. Gordon.”
“Presently,” Melchior tells Boyd. “Have to make excuses.”
“Of course.” Boyd tips his chin. “We would never wish you to be discourteous to your friends. We look forward to your company. Mind the rain. Sounds as if it’s becoming quite a downpour.” He walks on to the lobby.
Ivy pulls Melchior, who is watching Boyd go, up two flights to her room.
“What’s the matter with you?” she asks in a whisper.
“Reckon I’ve heard that line from you before.”
“You had a ready-made, honest, excuse. You were going to have supper with us. You could have put him off.”
He pulls his arm from her hold. “Ivy—”
“They’ll kill you.”
“Not tonight. Dark out, raining toads and eels.”
“How do you know?”
He opens his mouth, closes it, shrugs. “Wouldn’t suppose they would. Couldn’t tell him no.”
She opens her mouth, shakes her head, turns away. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
By the time Ivy returns to the dining room, heart still beating fast, she finds not only Rosalía but also Grip at a table with iced cactus juice and whiskey: her talking about the magnificent ovens they apparently have in the kitchens, him looking sullen, back tense.
Melchior is just reaching the table ahead of her but does not pause about sitting down or pulling out a chair. Nor does Grip bother standing for her arrival.
Does not matter. Even Melchior thinks she is a good shot and stopped correcting her riding technique. What difference does it make if they are rude? Does this not show they think of her as one of them? Not a lady to be pampered but someone who can pull out her own chair? She cannot have it both ways—ridiculous even to notice.
Yet.... Ivy is positive Sam does not look down on her. Still, miraculously, he manages to be polite.
“We just ran into Boyd Gordon,” Ivy says as they look up. “And he knows who Melchior is.”
Rosalía’s eyes widen.
Grip’s expression does not change. He pushes his full shot across the table to Melchior.
“After everything,” Rosalía says, looking from Ivy to Melchior. “Now what?”
Melchior downs the shot.
“He is going to meet them for dinner,” Ivy says, pulling out a chair. “Which is absurd, of course.”
Melchior shakes his head. “Nothing else to do.”
“They may not intend to shoot him tonight,” Grip says. “Set something up. And they desired Clay’s necklace back.”
“He mentioned it,” Ivy says, facing Grip. “Thank you for telling them Melchior took it.”
“They asked about the copper specifically, Miss Jerinson. Mighty concerned by it. I could not tell them I had it.”
“You could have said you did not know what—”
“Yet that would be dishonest: a tactic best used sparingly, lest one develop the reputation your cousin enjoys across any card table in New Mexico.”
“Should be off,” Melchior says, but Ivy notices the words lack conviction.
“You don’t have to go.” She sits on the edge of her chair. “We’ll leave the city if we must. How will this help anything? And what about Sam? After you, they will still come for him.”
“I do not believe they will,” Grip says softly.
They all look at him.
“If they shoot your cousin they will likely be satisfied. They think I beat Adair. Now Boyd will face Mr. L’Heureux. With him dead, they will consider the matter resolved. Mr. Samuelson’s life is likely only endangered by the ABCs as long as they feel they’ve met no justice at all. They would rather never face him since, speaking on honesty”—to Ivy—“you informed them Mr. Samuelson was an incompetent shot.”
“Did I?” Ivy frowns. How are these people remembering words she said which she has little or no recollection of?
“You did.” Grip sits back. “You have the choice of veal or venison tonight.”
He does not mention throwing up and skipping supper as an option.
Melchior stands and starts away.
Rosalía glares at Grip. “Why didn’t you tell him it would land English in peril if he faced them?”
“More falsehoods?” Grip raises an eyebrow.
Ivy gets to her feet.
“Leave him,” Grip says. “There has been too much interference in this matter already.”
She hesitates, but sits back, mind racing.
Rosalía shifts to the chair beside her, pushing juice toward Ivy. “Drink something. We don’t know, Ivy. He may be—” She stops and Ivy glances around.
Sam is walking to their table, shaking his hat gingerly up and down to avoid splashing other diners as he passes. His hat and shoulders are soaked, even from his short walk from the livery to the hotel’s back door.
He looks up, at once noticing Ivy’s face and the absence of Melchior. “What happened?”
“Melchior has gone to meet the ABCs,” Ivy says, her voice flat.
“What? After all—when?”
“Just now. You missed him by a second.”
“Gone for a talk,” Grip says. “Might be—”
“Talk with those men? They want to murder us.”
Grip frowns. “Him over ‘us,’ I would say.”
“We don’t know yet,” Rosalía says, looking even more alarmed as she watches Sam’s hands tremble. “They could arrange a duel for tomorrow. They could even come to terms if Mr. L’Heureux can—”
“Or kill him.” Staring around at them. “You did not stop him?”
“This is his fight, Mr. Samuelson,” Grip says. “He does not mean it to become yours. And he is correct. Your friend has nearly no chance against the Gordons. But he is a resourceful man. You would have none at—”
Dropping his wet hat, Sam runs out.
“Sam!” Ivy leaps up.
“Don’t.” This from Grip, but she is sick of taking orders from him.
She grabs Sam’s black hat and follows.



Sixty-Eighth
Lovesick
Rain gleams silver and gold by street lamps. Across the road and left, the radiant maker’s shop glitters brightest of all. Ivy shivers as she starts down the steps of The Copper Key.
From the board sidewalk, she looks to the right, the direction of Les Canyons. Can she see her breath steam, or is it only a trick of electric lights? No one across or down the street. She drops Sam’s hat on her wet hair and turns right. Past a few buildings, she pauses at a corner. Although lights glow as far as the restaurant, no one walks that way. Only heavy rain.
Ivy’s breath comes shallow. She glances down the alley on her right, dimly aglow with dancing rain reflecting bright windows. Melchior and Sam stand there, between a flanking saloon and liquor shop, not ten feet from her.
Melchior’s hands rest on Sam’s hips, Sam’s hands on Melchior’s face and back of his neck, their lips together in an open-mouthed kiss. Not friendly. Not like men greeting each other in France. Their heads are turned, Melchior’s hat pushed back, their mouths moving together, pulling one another close, eyes closed in shrouding rain.
Sam slides his fingers up Melchior’s neck, into hair beneath the hat, breaking contact between their mouths to kiss Melchior’s jaw, saying something.
Melchior bows his head, breathing inaudible words into Sam’s ear. He kisses Sam’s neck before withdrawing his face with further shapes of words, slow, a breath. They rest their foreheads together, noses brushing, Melchior looking at Sam as he talks, voice concealed by falling rain and pounding pulse. Sam’s eyes are closed. He nods against Melchior, who again turns his head to kiss him: this time gentle, mouths closed, lips connected for several seconds.
Melchior steps back as Sam opens his eyes.
Smiling, Melchior pulls down his hat. Ivy can finally hear as he says, “Be seeing you directly.”
Sam nods again, silent, watching Melchior while rain pours over him.
Melchior tips the hat to him, then walks away, opposite where Ivy stands.
Sam remains motionless, staring at the place he disappeared around the corner, into rain and darkness.
Ivy turns, her legs wooden, to walk clumsily back to the hotel porch. She remains there, dripping, shivering, for a long time, staring at a fountain of rain. Her eyes at last come into focus on a lone figure, face downturned, approaching along the sidewalk.
Ivy goes to her room, first shaking off his hat and hanging it on the doorknob of his and Melchior’s room.
She peels away her dripping duster to lie on top of her little bed, a single candle lit, staring at the ceiling, seeing only the two men in the alley, rain, glowing windows, lips moving in silent words. Silent, but visible whispers as Melchior withdrew his face and they rested their heads together, slow motion of soft speech: one letter and two words in a complete sentence.
She must be detached. Must not think about them. She knew it since the time she found them after the flood. Knew it with a will, a conviction, since she gave Sam a tin of the most expensive tea in the world. The only way to be, to work together, is to not think. Block out what she cannot understand or alter. Now, it feels as if so much not thinking, so much ignoring, pretending no elephant sits at the breakfast table, has built up until she is going to pieces.
Because she knows what that sentence was and knows it’s not possible. If it is possible, the world as she knows it needs adjusting. And where does it end? So the only way to live is to not think. While the only way to survive is to think.
He told her not to believe everything. Yet not to question everything. Here, she chose a belief and chose to refrain from questioning.
He never told her what to do if the elephant put its foot through the table.
Ivy does not remember until Rosalía comes in for bed—telling her everything could still be all right—that she is supposed to be traumatized over Melchior being killed tonight.
By the time they are both in bed, candle and electric lights out, rain drumming the roof one story up, Ivy finally opens her mouth. She closes it. Swallows.
No one. She has no one to talk to. No one learned, no one who studies the human condition and illness of the mind. Her father even spent time among lunatic asylums during his education. Dr. Friedrich, a friend and peer, has researched unusual behavioral matters. And Dr. Friedrich ... is from Berlin.
But they are not here. Only one other person is here tonight. One person who has never studied books, never seen a library, never been to any school of any type. Ever. One person who better understands human behavior and emotions than anyone Ivy has ever known.
Ivy closes her eyes in the dark. “Do they love one another? Is that possible?”
“All kinds of love are possible.” Rosalía does not sound either confused by the abrupt question or troubled by it.
“Do you think they are going to Hell?”
“That is not our affair.”
Ivy opens her eyes to stare at dark rain through a dark window. Five words and she said everything Grip did that night outside Silver City.
“Are they sick?” Ivy asks. “Have you known others with the condition?”
“There were two ranchers at the T River down along the Rio between Santa Fé and Albuquerque. They made a success of a rough piece of ground over the years. But folks started snubbing them after a time. Next thing I heard, they were dead, murdered in such a gruesome manner, everyone said Indians did it. But Indians don’t carry chains and new model shotguns.
“I suspect they knew it could be coming. Knew how men in both cities felt about them. They weren’t stupid, either. Mr. Banner was an experienced stockman and businessman. Mr. Mikkelsen was an educated naturalist. Danish, I think. I saw him several times in Santa Fé. That man could render stunning likenesses of birds and animals in the region with nothing but a bit of parchment and charcoal. Raúl bought a drawing of a mustang herd off him and you can almost hear their hoofbeats.
“A shrewd man and an observant man are not caught unawares by such an attack, yet they stayed at the place they cherished. And they stayed together. Is that sickness or love?”
Rosalía shifts in her bed. Ivy looks across the gap at her. In light filtering from the street below, she can see Rosalía watching her, facing Ivy on her side.
“I have been in love,” Rosalía whispers. “And I can tell you they feel one and the same.”
“And you can compare such loves?”
“Romantic love is vivid. You see it in the eyes of someone you don’t know, feel it in the air standing between two people in love. Of all types—maternal, brotherly, friendly—there is none more impossible to mistake. Perdóname, Ivy, but if you close your eyes and cover your ears and hum, do not tell me you cannot see or hear.”
Ivy gazes again at the ceiling for a long time. At last, “It doesn’t bother you?”
Rosalía hesitates and Ivy looks toward her once more. She seems to be frowning at the ceiling, though Ivy is not certain of her expression.
A minute passes before Rosalía says, “‘There is only one lawgiver and judge, He who is able to save and to destroy. But who are you to judge your neighbor? Let us love one another.... The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love.’”
They lie still, listening to rain for a long time before Ivy hears the clink of spurs coming up the stairs.
She leaps from bed, looking down in the dark to see her own underclothes. After a glance around, she snatches her wet duster off a hook on the wall. Rosalía must have hung it up. A door just down the hall opens and a second pair of muffled footsteps can be heard.
“Ivy....”
Ivy looks around.
Rosalía sits up in bed, shaking her head.
Ivy takes a breath, her hands trembling. She hears soft voices in the hall at the top of the stairs, then muted spurs and footfalls past and a door closing. She hangs the duster back on the hook.
“He’s all right,” Rosalía says. “We’ll find out in the morning.”
Ivy lies back, trying to inhale deeply. “Rose, why is it every time it rains something catastrophic happens?”
Rosalía chuckles, though Ivy can think of nothing amusing in the question. “Go to sleep. It doesn’t rain for long in the desert.”
When she does sleep, Ivy’s dreams are alive with flood waters, screams of weeping children, and a chestnut horse lying in mud as lightning flashes like angry white snakes in the sky. Sam and Melchior stand in rain which turns to blood as it strikes them. Streams of this blood twists into steel chains which wrap their bodies until they are crushed. A shotgun blasts in her ears.
Ivy sits up, soaked in sweat, panting.
Gray light filters through the window. All is quiet.
“What happened? What was that noise?” She looks around to Rosalía, only to see she is still asleep.
“Hmm?” Rosalía rubs her face.
“That ... did you hear anything?”
“I hear you talking at me. Like Íñigo kicking me out of bed to see a new litter of piglets which would look more appealing on a breakfast plate than a heap of straw.” She stretches her arms.
“I beg your pardon,” Ivy says, shivering as she sits back against her headboard. “It was ... only a dream.” Why do they never grow less vivid? Why can she not dream about getting home and finding her father?
Ivy slides from sweat-soaked sheets to gaze out the window. It must be before six, the sky just lightening to a hazy lavender. No one is about in the street, though a rooster crows across town.
Ivy runs a cool bath and lights a candle on the dressing table beside it.
It is well over an hour before the two of them venture downstairs for breakfast. Several other guests are up by now, men drinking coffee and complaining about mud in the streets, wondering if the mines flooded. Ivy has seen no mines in the area, but they must be referring to Tierra Roja.
To her surprise, Grip soon joins them in silence. Not having brought his old morning coat with him, he looks in the hotel much as he does on the trail, though he has cleaned up marginally and shaved. Niceties like scrubbing fingernails do not seem to occur to him as they do Sam and even Melchior when in town.
Grip sits with his back against a wall, as is his custom indoors. He glares around the room while they are brought coffee and toast. Rosalía asks him how El Cohete is holding up. Ivy looks for a milk pitcher.
By the time breakfast is over, Sam and Melchior have still not appeared. Ivy looks uneasily around at the empty breakfast room and waiters clearing up. Grip appears surlier than ever, though he has still hardly said a word.
Finally, Rosalía stands. “I’ll go knock on their door. I expect English was pacing the floor all night.”
Ivy and Grip sit in silence for several minutes when she leaves. Ivy’s pulse feels too fast. Her throat too dry.
“Do you think he could have ... avoided a duel?” she asks at last.
“No.”
“He’s a good gambler. He could have—”
“No.”
Ivy glances around the room. “What’s wrong?”
Grip watches the door. “I believe I saw someone I recognized in town yesterday. Although I could not be certain and could not find out where he’d gone by the time I reached the spot.”
“Oh. What about your dog? Rosalía says all he’s good for is tracking people. Didn’t you find him?”
Grip looks at her, his eye narrowed, then away. “I have still not seen the animal since we arrived.”
Ivy nods. This is not unusual. So why does Grip seem just as upset about Yap-Rat as the possible acquaintance?
“Someone who would wish us trouble, I presume?”
“Indeed.”
“How long would it take to—?”
“Do not start.”
“Start what?”
He meets her gaze. “You wish to ride to San Francisco.”
“How did you know that?”
“Why do you perpetually believe I am deaf and blind, Miss Jerinson? You all informed me about the article. I am acquainted with yourself. What more must be known to realize that is your next scheme?”
She looks away, frowning.
Rosalía reappears, crossing the room to sit with them.
“What held?” Grip asks.
“Took Cabeza Hueca ages to get the door. I didn’t want to leave without an answer. Thought they weren’t even—”
Grip’s scowl deepens. “Él estaba ocupado. Estaba de rodillas. Con la boca llena.”
Rosalía faces him. “You cannot keep a civil tongue in your mouth even in public?” Her voice is an angry hiss, her expression mortified. “Eso es asqueroso. What would Mamá think?”
Ivy is still trying to puzzle out what he said. Someone, Melchior, was busy? But on his knees? She got something wrong.
Grip shrugs. “¿Por qué se siente ofendida? She would never understand.” But he is almost smirking. Whatever he said, it must have been meant to get a rise out of his sister. Her anger certainly seems to have improved his mood.
“Sorry,” Rosalía mumbles to Ivy, looking at the table.
Ivy prefers not to admit she could not understand what he said. Nor, clearly, can she ask, it being so offensive.
“Who did you see?” she asks Grip instead, looking into her empty mug in case she left any milky coffee.
Grip’s frown returns. “I am not certain. Yesterday, by the brass lions....”
“You saw someone you recognized?” Rosalía glances up. Her shoulders are tense, though she tries to keep her voice relaxed.
Again, he shrugs, watching the doorway as Melchior, then Sam, walk in.
As they reach the table, a harassed waiter approaches. “I do apologize, sirs, but—”
“Coffee only,” Melchior says.
“Yes, of course.” The man bows and vanishes.
“What happened?” Ivy asks as they sit. “What did they say to you?”
Perhaps Rosalía was correct because neither appear to have slept, though both are clean and shaved: hair wet from bathing, hats in their hands and dressed as usual, including gun belts. Sam’s waistcoat, which Melchior calls a vest, is not fully buttoned, and Melchior’s flaps open entirely.
Melchior rubs the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger, eyes closed, elbows on the table. “All bug. Don’t know ... don’t recall half the flaptrap.”
“Claptrap,” Ivy says.
“What?”
“Did they buy you dinner?”
“Oh, yes. And tried to get me in on their wine, the scheming bastards. If wine out here’s anything like home brews east, I wouldn’t touch the bosh with a twenty-foot lariat. Take your senses faster than whiskey and turn your head faster than a charging bull.” He sits back, rocking his chair onto two legs. “Don’t know. Never seen such bunko artists. Telling me about their horses they bought off us. About these new smokes in town what are made up. About ... don’t know.”
Melchior lets his chair thump back to all fours as the waiter brings him and Sam mugs. “Wouldn’t mind passing time with a couple fellows looking like that if a guy didn’t think they were waiting for him to stand so’s to beef him. Here—” He pulls something from his breast pocket. “One of those smokes. No quirley.” He eyes the cigarette suspiciously. “What’s that on the end?”
“A filter,” Ivy says. “They are supposed to be less dangerous for your lungs.”
Melchior scowls. “Like a screen? Hell’s use in that?” He pulls the slender knife from his boot top, cuts the filter off against the tablecloth, leaving behind flecks of dark tobacco, and lights a match across the butter dish.
He inhales contemplatively, gazing at carved window trim to the left of the table. After two drags, he leans across to hand the cigarette to Grip.
Grip does one and passes it back. “That is repulsive, Mr. L’Heureux.”
Melchior takes another pull, letting the smoke roll around his mouth. “Tastes like cat piss, don’t it?”
“Inside an aged swill trough,” Grip says.
“Through with that?” Melchior looks at Rosalía.
She passes him her mug and he drops the smoking object inside, then takes a long gulp of his own hot coffee and shudders.
“Anyhow ... finally offered to meet me tomorrow—today—at noon out on Jackson Road.” Melchior leans his chair back once more. “So knew they didn’t mean anything by it last night. Left them to their ice cream.”
“Ice cream?” Ivy asks.
He nods, pushing a hand through his hair. “Got it at that French place. Couldn’t stomach a try myself. Reckon they’ll still have it after supper tonight if you’d care to see.”
“So, I take it you are planning to meet them....” Ivy looks toward the grandfather clock in the corner.
“’Spect I’ve got a chance.” He takes another drink. “Adair’s the worst and Grip already settled with him.”
“So it’s worth the risk? We could still get out.”
Melchior shrugs, setting down his mug. “All’s a risk.”
“One may still work to avoid obvious vipers,” Ivy says.
Face downturned, he looks at her sideways. “We’ve been lucky before.”
“And you’re a gambling man?”
He drains his mug and stands up. “Ain’t shot yet, though mighty touched by all your concern—like stuffed buzzards—and if that’s the way I’m going, like to see the rest of Monument first. Always wanted to visit.”
They push back their chairs, even Grip.
As Sam silently holds the front door for her and Rosalía, Ivy wonders what it is they are supposed to do. Walk around the city with Melchior, Grip pointing out the sights, Ivy and Sam explaining makers’ gadgets? Share a good laugh? Find a nice place for an early lunch? Visit the horses? Ask him what he would like done with Chucklehead and the rest of his effects? Or could they get in an hour of draw practice? Grip is faster than Melchior. Every eighth of a second counts.
As they step to the porch, Ivy removes her sungoggles from her hatband and puts both on. Sam and Melchior drop their hats over drying hair.
The streets are still wet, gleaming in places with reflective puddles, though the sky is clear of all but a few cottony clouds. Smells of wet earth and rust fill the air.
Grip steps outside with them, pulling his hat low as he squints in all directions. Ivy wonders if he is looking for a familiar face. Or his dog.
She is about to ask if he could spare Melchior a few tips, at the risk of both being offended, when an explosive crack reaches her ears. In the same instant a bullet smashes into the wall just behind Grip and Sam, making all of them jump—besides Grip, who has already drawn.



Sixty-Ninth
Smoke and Mirrors
Sam’s arm is across her, knocking her off the porch, around the corner of The Copper Key’s imposing front as Ivy struggles to grab her derringer from inside her duster. Not until he releases her can she flatten her back against the timber wall and draw the weapon. In those few seconds, her ears are ringing with explosive blasts of at least three shots within feet of her, and several more across the street in both directions.
People and horses are screaming, dogs barking and bolting, bullets and explosive maker’s shot tearing into wood and metal. Hot reek of gunpowder fills the air.
Grip leaps from the porch. He crouches on one knee behind it to shoot across the street, aiming upward.
Melchior is behind him, in front of Ivy and Sam, on his feet, peering around the corner. He does not fire, apparently unable to see anything to shoot.
“Run down to the stable!” Sam shouts at her.
He wants horses involved in this?
A burning lump of tar and oil and lead pellets flashes past Ivy and Sam from behind, down the side street they are using as cover, missing Grip’s shoulder by half an inch as it sails into the main street to strike a puddle. It explodes in a shower of pellets, water, and acrid blue smoke.
Melchior leaps away, back flat against the wall alongside Sam and Ivy. “Christ. How many directions are they shooting from?”
“Roofs!” Grip has whirled, his eye following the path the flaming shot just took.
“Who?” Ivy shouts.
“What difference does it make?” Grip ducks, which must be instinctive because a bullet narrowly misses his head. Aimed from across Canyon Street and at a high angle, the lead smashes into pine trim beside Melchior’s knees.
“Get out of here! Up or inside!” Grip jumps back onto the porch and vanishes.
“Where is Rose?”
“Ivy, get into the stable! We will—”
“Don’t send her that way! Where the goddamn flamer came from!” Melchior is looking across the side street to the single-story, false-fronted barber’s shop. An empty hitching post stands out front, while an enormous water trough at the side faces them.
Explosive gunshots sound all around them. Bullets and shot and splinters fly. Steel glints from a three-story roof across Canyon Street. Melchior catches it and lifts his Colt, yet the flash is gone as quickly as it appeared.
“Sam, can you cover us?” Melchior seizes Ivy’s arm, ramming his revolver back in its holster. “How high can you jump?”
“Not onto a roof!”
Melchior races across the street, pulling her, then letting go as he nears the barber’s shop. He jumps onto the narrow rim of the water trough, nearly three feet up, then catches the lip of the roof and throws himself with momentum upward, hurling his feet up across the edge.
Ivy would have been more stunned if not used to her cousin jumping into a saddle as if onto a rocking horse. Still, she has no reason to believe she can imitate him.
With the ease of free-moving limbs, rubber grip of the derringer in her teeth, she heaves herself onto the edge of the trough. As she reaches upward, Melchior has already turned enough to catch her. He pulls, she jumps, and—be it adrenaline, or low-roofed buildings, his strength, or only her fear that her life depends on it—she springs onto the damp, sun-hot structure.
“Sam!” Melchior waves for him, though he remains against the far wall, having been shooting behind them.
“There is one across the street from you! Top of the clothing supply!”
Ivy has her gun out of her mouth, clinging to the hot roof, which, though only slightly sloped in an A-frame, feels as treacherous as a canyon wall.
“This is asinine,” she says. “Sam, go back in the hotel. Get to an inside top floor!”
“No!” Melchior shouts. “That porch’s a hornet’s nest. They’re counting on it. Get up here!”
As Sam moves, a chunk of the wall at his back explodes with the force of another flaming ball of shot. He runs across the street to them, revolver back in its holster.
Ivy recoils sideways on hands and knees, as timber ignites at the side of The Copper Key. At the peak of the roof, she looks in all directions, assuring herself she can see no one aiming her way from behind or beside out of any surrounding windows or rooftops, most of which are well above the squat barbershop. Clutching her derringer, she inches against the false front wall.
Only by standing on the tip of the roof arch is she tall enough to see over the top and look across Canyon Street. She does not have the height to see as far down as the street, but scans buildings.
Melchior scrambles up as well. Ivy waves her derringer at him and he presses his back to the false front, crouched beside her.
“He was right,” Ivy says, breathing hard, heart hammering in her ears. “There’s a man with a revolver on the roof just across. Another on the corner of Red Wing.... Looks like a maker’s gun.”
“Bastards—waiting for us to leave the hotel,” he pants.
“But why? Who are they?”
“ABCs don’t operate like this. Some organized gang. Damn well-heeled one.”
Sam inches up beside him, taking Melchior’s offered hand. “Sidlow’s grudge cannot run this deep and I did not think we offended anyone else in town.”
Melchior looks at Ivy, frowning. “Don’t swagger they’re aiming to plug you, do you?”
“What?”
“Bit known in New Mexico. Could be....”
A round of shots drowns him. Ivy flattens herself against the false front.
“Got to knock those curly wolves off the heights. They twig we’re up here?”
Ivy shakes her head. “I don’t think so. The one on Red Wing’s roof may have seen us climb up to start from his angle.”
“’Less he’s been distracted by lead. Reckon Grip’s still shooting at them.” Melchior stands up.
His hat is shot off his head, flies down the roof, and tumbles from the building.
He crouches down beside Ivy and Sam. “Who’s the next idea?”
“Periscope? Mirrors?” Ivy is looking wildly around.
“Cover fire?” Sam says.
“Ivy, can you plug the one across the street?”
“You want me to shoot a man?” Ivy stares at Melchior.
“Got the gun in your hand. What were you pegging to aim for?”
“We can draw fire if you can—” Sam starts.
“You think this is a good idea?” She looks past Melchior to him.
“I believe survival is a good idea under nearly all circumstances, Ivy.”
“Then why in hell’d you tell those mudsills to hang us in Silver City?” Melchior snaps. “Threw them the rope and—”
“I was not going to lie to the sheriff.”
“Find it less objectionable to shoot a fellow than lie to him?”
Sam appears to be considering the question.
“Melchior!” Ivy drops flat on the peak of the roof as a man two buildings away, behind The Copper Key’s livery, climbs into sight around the edge of a massive chimney pipe.
A second later, Melchior has fired, dropping between her and Sam, grabbing for the point of the roof as he slides. Another round of flaming, oily tar shot streaks over their heads. It slams into the back of the false front wall between them and Canyon Street, igniting several inches of timber as the oil sprays with shot pellets.
Shouting blasphemy, Melchior whirls to the fire.
“We’ll get this!” Ivy starts to pull off her duster but Sam already has his waistcoat in his hands.
He fights to smother the tiny but vociferous blaze while Melchior gets another shot off toward the distant gunman. In so doing, he reveals himself to the man across the street who got his hat. Another shot blazes past his ear.
Melchior drops to his hands and knees. “Where in hell’s the sheriff and marshal? Someone get that bastard off the roof!”
It does seem they are taking a lot of fire, but Ivy hears even more shots she knows are not directed at them.
Sam falls back against the wall, panting, grabbing again for his gun with smoke-darkened hands. “Ivy, can you hit him if I cover for you?”
“I—”
“Nearly any wound should stop him.”
“I only have two rounds.”
“You’ve six!” Melchior shouts, squinting without hat or goggles, revolver aimed, waiting for the man to show himself around the chimney pipe. “Two guns!”
“I’m not shooting the four-round at humans.”
“You’d rather us die, including yourself?”
“This is not what it’s for. And the derringer doesn’t have that kind of range.”
“Does! One of those Tinestel Enhanced, ain’t it? Shoot the rips or give it to me! One shot left before needing to reload.”
“Ivy, please—” Sam checks to make sure the fire is dead, blue smoke still trickling from the burnt spot on wood and waistcoat, as he carefully stands up against the wall.
“Why don’t I distract and you—?”
“No.” Sam steps to the far side of the roof, grabs the top of the wall, and pulls himself up.
Ivy moves in a second, faster than she thought she could, already halfway there as she sees what Sam plans to do. She looks over the top edge of the wall, standing on the extreme peak of the roof, arm out, hand and derringer at eye level. The man across the street has already stepped up, already firing at Sam from the building above them, not even noticing Ivy as she pulls the trigger.
Sam springs back, a bullet ripping past. At the same time, the man across the street jumps, shouting above noise from rooftops and streets alike, and falls out of sight, backward onto shingles.
Ivy drops with her back beside the burned spot in the wall, shaking, holding her hand out to Sam as he climbs toward her once more.
“I just shot a man.”
“Happens! Here—” Melchior holds his hand out to her, his Colt back in his holster. He must have used the last shot without success in those explosive few seconds. “Aiming that maker’s gun or not?”
“No! It’s not for—”
“Noticed what they’re belting against us?”
Sam shoves his French revolver into Melchior’s hand. “Ivy, did you say the other is on the Red Wing hotel’s roof?”
“He has a shotgun, or maker’s gun. No, Sam, don’t climb up there again.” She struggles to her feet after him as Sam grabs the top of the wall above her.
“He will be a good deal higher up. You must aim high.”
“Can you see him? You shoot.” She pushes her derringer at him.
Sam recoils. “I cannot, Ivy. I have never even handled one of those. I could not hit anything with it.” He looks again over the false front wall. “He is not facing us ... aiming down the street.”
“I have only one more shot. I cannot—”
“Ivy—” Sam looks into her dark goggles. “I have no reason to suspect you need more than one. I will be your periscope; wait.” He watches, tense against the wall as she stands by him, breathing hard, shots and shouting and commotion in the street still beating around her. Strong smell of acrid smoke as well. Has anyone done something about flaming pellets striking The Copper Key? Is that what all the shouting is about?
“He has knelt. Waiting for a shot,” Sam says softly. “He must be expecting Grip to come out of cover.”
Melchior shoots behind her. Smoke smell grows stronger. Shouts almost drown Sam’s soft voice as he acts as her mirror.
“He stands at the corner of the hotel, nearest the brass lion maker.”
Ivy nods, her mouth dry, heart pounding in her ears. But she is not worried about missing. Which is what worries her.
“He is up,” Sam’s voice is suddenly sharp.
Ivy lifts her pocket gun over the wall, looking down her own arm only long enough to see the frock-coated man half a block away on the rooftop. He stands in plain sight as he takes aim in a leisurely fashion, his side to her. Ivy shoots before he has even started squeezing off.
She hoped the first may have been caught in the arm and fallen back on the roof to tend his own wound. But there can be no uncertainty as to the fate of the man with the shotgun.
Struck in the ribs below his lifted arm, he is knocked to his right, teetering for one second, the gun dropping from his hands as he snatches air, then vanishes off the hotel’s side with a prolonged stream, cut short in a finality much more horrifying than the noise itself.
Sam pulls Ivy again below one-sided cover of the wall, breathing as rapidly as she does.
Melchior is still facing the back street, still cursing, aiming the MAS.
A burst of a much heavier weapon than a revolver or derringer makes Ivy leap sideways against Sam, both of them looking around for the source. But no bullet or shot or fireball smashes into them.
“There!” Melchior shouts and Ivy looks up to her right.
Someone is leaning out a third-story window of The Copper Key, across the street from them, aiming a carbine.
The lurking man at the chimney pipe has vanished.
“¡Entren!” Rosalía shouts, though she is still holding the weapon to her face, scanning over them in all directions as she leans out. “Usted es despejar.”
But Ivy does not believe they are clear. More could hide anywhere. Guns having gone silent from the far side of The Copper Key only makes her heart pound faster.
Below, men shout about fire, calling for the sheriff, asking one another what is happening. The best question of all.
“That was remarkable, Ivy.” Sam’s voice in her ear, his hand on her shoulder, trying to guide her down the edge of the roof. “I could not have done it. Grip must be a good teacher.”
Ivy laughs, still shaking.
“This way.” Melchior casts her a strange look—they must think she is hysterical. “Crowds around The Copper Key.” He slides across the roof to the far side from where they found purchase.
Ivy expects nothing to catch them on this side, but Melchior’s unprecedented luck saves them with a row of barrels. He hands Sam back his gun and slips down, standing on barrels to help Ivy down beside him.
She has a flashing dread of her skirts bunching and tangling around her knees, pushed obscenely high. But she smiles as her pants are pushed scarcely over the tops of her tattered boots.
Sam drops his ruined waistcoat over the edge and follows them.
Melchior and Ivy jump from barrels, nearly crashing into a small man in an apron, waving a straight razor as he shouts at them: “Que faisiez-vous sur mon toit?”
“Sorry, fellow.” Melchior holds up his hands in a placating gesture. “Just, you know, needed somewhere to—”
“Si il ya des dommages—”
Melchior darts to grab his shot hat and Sam’s burnt waistcoat from the ground.
“We do apologize.” Ivy catches Sam’s arm as he jumps down beside them. She pushes him around the red-faced Frenchman. “We don’t understand you. No harm done—we put out the fire.”
“Feu?!”
“No, no—no harm.”
Melchior dodges the waving razor and hurries around the front of the building. Ivy steers Sam with him as quickly as possible—before Sam can give away their ability to understand the tirade.
A crowd mills at the side of The Copper Key where several feet of wall are black with ash. A tall man officiates, waving for silence. A massive silk hat, large enough for two cats to sleep in, adorns his sleek hair, and a trimmed mustache and pointed goatee give the narrow face the shrewd, sharp look of a weasel. He wears a scarlet silk cape with black silk shirt and waistcoat below. From the added inches of his boot heels to the vast hat, he seems seven feet tall.
Ivy stops, watching as he addresses the angry crowd, many calling out to ask what he knows about this. Representatives from the hotel, perhaps the owners, shout that they want compensation if their establishment is incinerated by devices.
“You are panicking, my friends.” The man smiles. “Relax.” His voice is oily as the fireballs and, somehow, just as dangerous. “We can be certain this is all a mistake. No one wishes to harm your charming establishment, Mr. Donati. Sheriff Trask passed this way seconds before. Bring yourselves in hand, my friends, show your temerity, not your timidity, and we shall resolve this whole matter.” A broad smile.
Melchior is pushing Ivy on, Sam hurrying with them, neither making eye contact with anyone in or about the crowd. As they reach the porch, Ivy catches sight of the badged and armed sheriff one door down and across the street. He stands with another group around a dark heap on the wet road. Has he been downtown all along?
“Let go of me.” Ivy tries to shake off Melchior’s arm as he drags her up the stairs and through the doorway packed with spectators, some appearing alarmed, but most only interested.
“Aim to remain out there and be noticed?” Melchior hisses at her.
“I thought we might gain information—”
“Or be blamed—jailed—”
“We were attacked—”
But Melchior shakes his head.
Sam looks even more distressed.
“Snails wrong about this city,” Melchior says, heading for stairs.
Grip appears from nowhere, running toward them out of the dining room, apparently from the back door. He looks up at the stairway as he darts past it, drawing the bone-handled knife he keeps on his belt.
“Grip,” Sam starts, “what is—?”
Ivy leaps back and Melchior shouts, “What the hell?” as Grip strikes his upper arm with the blade, slicing through sleeve and flesh like butter.



Seventieth
Truth and Lies
“Assist him,” Grip says to Sam, ramming the bloody knife in its sheath as he turns.
Sam looks horrified, eyes wide.
Melchior clutches his right arm, blood already running down his cotton sleeve, slipping through his fingers to drip on the dark rug. A rush of obscenities also flows—names directed at Grip which are new to Ivy even after all this time.
“Good morning, Mr. Gordon,” Grip says, touching his hat as he steps aside.
Adair is just descending the stairs, stepping around the landing corner at the bottom into their hall, Boyd behind. The two men pause, looking at Melchior, whom Sam has grabbed around the ribs, as if helping keep him on his feet.
“Dear me,” Adair says. “What happened to you, Mr. L’Heureux?”
“Didn’t hear?” Melchior snaps.
“We did.” Adair’s brows crease. “A terrible difficulty to start in the street. We saw makers’ guns being fired.”
The brothers shake their heads in a sorrowful fashion as if they cannot understand how anyone could be so heartless. They look at each other. Boyd irritated, though Adair maintains his regretful countenance.
“Well ... Mr. L’Heureux, you should see a doctor right away to remove the bullet. We pray it was a revolver and not a device which struck you. And speedy recovery.”
“Obliged, I’m sure,” Melchior pants, still clutching his arm.
“Yes.” The brothers go on staring, as if to assure themselves he really is bleeding and really was hit in his shooting arm. “We will ... see you some other time, Mr. L’Heureux.”
They tip their hats to Ivy, bid all good morning, then walk down the hall and through the crowd at the door.
Moments later, Rosalía slams the door to their bedroom as Ivy grabs her sleeve, almost laughing. Grip slips past them. Sam is already inside with Melchior.
“Sensational—we were walking right into them—” Ivy gasps.
“Throw me some of your bouquets,” Rosalía says, leaning on the door. “I’m the one who saw them start down the stairs and waved to Grip out the hall window. How were none of you shot in truth? Why didn’t you run back inside?”
“It didn’t occur to me. We didn’t know we were surrounded.” And Sam threw her off the porch, which certainly was faster than opening the door, then hiding behind it. Yet she can hardly think of that now. “Did you see that? Mr. Too Much Interference. Speaking of—what did he call it? ‘Suckering the challenger’?”
Ivy detaches herself from Rosalía to embrace Grip, who is trying to reload his pocket revolver, both guns on the chest of drawers by the door.
“Miss Jerinson—” Like hugging a tree. Only dustier.
She turns back to Rosalía, who is also panting, moving across to the open window, carbine in hand. The screen leans against the wall.
“We would have all been shot if Melchior hadn’t gotten us up on the barber’s roof. Why was there no intervention? I saw the sheriff afterward. What happened?”
“What did happen?” This from Grip. His tone is cold as he watches his sister in the mirror over the chest of drawers.
Melchior is still cursing. Sam has a cotton hand towel off the vanity wrapped around his upper arm.
“I don’t see more,” Rosalía says, staring out with her shoulder against the frame. “Certainly a crowd in the street though.”
Ivy hurries to turn on the tap, dropping her empty derringer on the vanity. “Did you hit the one with the fire gun?”
Rosalía shakes her head. “He ran once he realized two were aiming for him. I don’t think he saw where I was.”
Grip pulls his knife free to clean. He may have ruined the sheath by putting the bloody blade inside for concealment before the Gordons appeared.
“Sam, cut his sleeve open the rest of the way,” Ivy says. “Rinse your arm under the water.”
Melchior drops to his knees against the bathtub, teeth clenched, his shirt blood-soaked from shoulder to wrist. Sam tugs the knife from Melchior’s boot, still holding the towel in place, his own hands and white cuffs crimson. He cuts up along the sleeves of shirt and undershirt.
Ivy feels warm bubbles filling her pop as she sees the towel Sam grabbed is already wet through. With a jerk, she unknots the long, tattered lace on her right boot. She works the lace free and passes it to Sam.
“Wrap it a couple times above the cut so it doesn’t break and pull it tight.”
Melchior leans over the bath with his chest on the rim, his arm under the slow flow of water. He has stopped saying anything and his breaths come shallow, skin pale.
Holding his elbow, Ivy turns off the tap as the wound clears. She glances toward the door and Grip, now watching them, then Sam, her face very near his and Melchior’s. Sam has her lace around the arm, holding tight.
“He will have to see a doctor.” She wraps the wound in a fresh hand towel. “It’s not arterial. We can stop it with pressure while the blood clots, but he needs stitches.”
“Had to do something powerful,” Melchior all but whispers, eyes closed. “Do a coffee boiler and wouldn’t have been blood to see by the time they stepped down. Right after him, weren’t they?”
Ivy would feel touched he is defending Grip, but she is too busy being alarmed by blood running over her hands and towel. She has never minded blood, too familiar with its intrigue since an early age to be offended by it. But the quantity.... Even if no large vessel was struck, Melchior’s pulse was already racing when he was cut.
“How will we get one?” Rosalía asks. “We can’t walk out there again. It’s a miracle you all got back in.”
“Send Toulouse,” Melchior says breathlessly.
“He is an attendant, not an errand boy.” Grip holsters his reloaded revolvers and opens the door. “Keep the door locked and watch the window. If you hear shooting, assume any physician will be delayed.”
“Shouldn’t be out there,” Melchior says. “He’ll go. Be glad to do anything for us.”
“Us?” Sam asks. He is nearly as pale as Melchior.
Grip shakes his head as he stalks out.
“Will he be all right?” Ivy looks from Rosalía to Sam.
“Should find Toulouse. But they’ll have shinned to regroup,” Melchior says through fast breaths, head bowed. “’Spect we’ll steer wide of the bone orchard today.”
“Get up.” Ivy stands, still holding Melchior’s arm, pulling him with her. “Sam, if he will lie down we can elevate his arm.”
By the time Grip returns, alone, the bleeding has stopped, though they have ruined the only two small towels. Sam keeps the lace tight against his bicep, sitting beside Melchior on the bed with Melchior’s wrist across his shoulder. Ivy holds pressure with a bloody towel.
“What happened?” She looks around with Sam as Rosalía lets Grip in.
“On his way.” Grip does not proceed beyond the doorway, but looks at Rosalía. “A word.” He steps back into the hall.
Rosalía, back tense, does not move.
“Sam, keep him still. Hold the towel until the doctor arrives. He’ll be fine.” Ivy, her own hands bloody, her duster sleeves and tunic cuffs splashed with water and blood, hurries to Rosalía, her gaze on Grip. “Are you going to tell us what happened?”
“I do not know,” he says softly, staring at Rosalía. “But she does.”
Ivy looks at her.
Behind them, Melchior murmurs, “Wouldn’t’ve been a first guess.”
Rosalía says nothing.
Grip starts up the hall toward his own room at the far end. “Sígueme,” he snaps, not looking around.
Ivy catches her elbow as she walks to the door. “Don’t. He can talk to you in front of us.”
But Rosalía follows, leaving her carbine leaned against their window. Ivy goes with her, closing the door behind them, key in the lock on the inside.
Grip steps into his room, then sees Ivy at Rosalía’s heels. “Excuse us.”
“No.” Ivy keeps her tone mild, though her pulse beats fast as she waits for the first raised voice.
“Leave her alone,” Rosalía says calmly, stepping past him to look around the room, Ivy beside her.
The place seems untouched, the curtains drawn, bed made, towels folded on the shelf below the vanity. Has he really even been sleeping in here?
Grip closes the door, saying nothing more about Ivy’s presence, placing the room in semi-darkness as the drapes let only a dull red glow filter in. He faces them with his back to the door.
“Vin just shot at me with a fisheye from a saloon’s roof,” Grip says.
His voice makes Ivy’s heart beat even faster. Not yelling, speaking quite softly, but his left fist is clenched and there is something about his tone more alarming than a shout.
“And I am certain I saw Hudson with a revolver across the street when they first started at us on the porch.” Looking into Rosalía’s eyes as she stares back. “You know something about it.”
“Grip—”
“Don’t.” His voice is still low, but sharper, chiseled out. “You have been lying to me since you followed us across the Rio. How long have you known they were in Monument?”
“I did not know they—”
“¡Dime la maldita verdad!”
Rosalía swallows. “I am trying to tell you the truth. I did not know they were in Monument.” She takes a slow breath. “I still don’t know if Everette is in Monument. I didn’t see him and I’m sure you didn’t either, or you’d have thrown us to the wolves to catch him. But I did know they made the city their base of operations. I’ve known since spring. I got it off Lagarto when I caught him. He said the pack would not return for an age: Everette was all interested in the government shutdown and riding into Colorado or Kansas.”
“You knew ... since May ... that they would return to Monument,” Grip says slowly, his voice again changed, frigid. “Five months. And did not bother to tell me?”
How is it that all the most horrible people out West happen to be in Monument right at this time?
Rosalía remains motionless, not meeting his eye anymore—looking at the doorframe.
“Why would she tell you?” Ivy asks. “So you could kill yourself? Ride out here alone after a sizable and extremely well-armed group? You think that’s the kind of objective people who care about you should encourage you to pursue?”
Grip does not look at her, still staring at Rosalía. “Then you spoke to him in July. You knew they were coming back.”
“Everette never told me where they were going.”
“But he would have if you asked. And you didn’t ask so you could tell me you didn’t know. Since August you suspected them back in Monument, knowing I wasted my time on treks about the mountains hunting sign—”
“It was a long time ago, Grip. Your death, his ... mine ... it won’t bring them back.” Rosalía’s voice is a whisper.
“You knew they ‘could’ be here. Knew it was likely.” His tone is almost as soft as hers. “And you did not bother to mention the matter to any of us. You knew we rode into a city in which myself and everyone in my company ‘could’ be targeted and killed without duels, without warning. And you did not see fit to mention the matter—to warn us, give us a chance. We all ‘could’ have died this morning due to our ignorance. An ignorance which might have been educated out of us in five seconds. Yet, why? Since it was only a possibility and you did not wish to look bad, to bring it up, since they ‘could’ be anywhere in the country right now. And you believe I am rash—que soy imprudente y egoísta.”
Rosalía stands immobile, staring at wood trim.
Grip takes a step toward them, pulling the door open as he does. “Get out.” His voice remains just as low.
Rosalía catches Ivy’s wrist, as if she fears Ivy may be witless enough to remain, and all but runs from the room. As the door slams behind them, she releases Ivy to rush downstairs.
“Rose, wait—do not go outside.” Ivy tries to catch her arm.
Rosalía is quicksilver. Down two flights, around the corner, past a startled Toulouse leading in a young doctor, then out the front door before Ivy can think what else to call after her.



Seventy-First
The Mistress and the Dove
“We will remain in pairs at the very least,” Sam says, watching Melchior eat corn and ham soup left-handed.
“What is to be gained by going out at all? This whole trip.... We should not be here.” Ivy lies flat on her bed, gazing at the ceiling.
Sam shifts to look at her. Afternoon sun makes his hair appear blonde as it filters through the south-facing window at a sharp angle. “I am not sure about that. Can we speak to no one in town because a few wish us dead?”
“We could still make planned inquiries. If we reach the telegraph office or general store before bleeding out.”
“They say anything about lawmen in this burg when they were explaining who tried to beef us?” Melchior asks. He sits up on Rosalía’s bed, his arm stitched and wrapped in gauze, his destroyed sleeve dangling about the bandage in dry, brick red tatters. “Why’d no one lend?”
“I haven’t any idea.” Ivy frowns. “The sheriff, at least, was there. Perhaps others.”
“A situation as disturbing as the attack itself,” Sam says.
“You both need new clothes.” Ivy sits up. “I would like to send a telegram if I could afford one. And would not mind a word with the good sheriff either.”
Sam looks down at his bloodstained white shirt, the sleeves dark to the elbows and more streaking the rest. He has one spare, but no additional waistcoat. Ivy herself has been able to scrub off her water-repellant duster sleeves and wool tunic cuffs in the bath without disrobing. The dark material is nearly dry already, the stains almost invisible.
“Ivy, you and I could go to—”
“Don’t reckon that’s a swell idea,” Melchior says, lifting a spoonful of soup.
Sam falls silent for a moment, watching him. “How do you feel?”
“Dandy.” He sounds sincere.
“Do you really?”
“Heap better than a few hours ago.”
“He’ll be all right,” Ivy says. “Were circumstances different, I’d say bed rest for the next twenty-four hours—”
“You’d think I’d—”
“You lost a lot of blood, Melchior. It takes time for your body to rejuvenate itself.”
“Two of you can’t go wandering around alone.”
Yet he was not the one to knock anyone off those roofs.
“Let me speak with Grip ... see what he is planning,” Ivy says. “I believe he is still in his room and I certainly hope Rosalía is still with her horse, neither having already done something stupid. He may disappear on us. Catching this man is more important to him than seeing we survive the city or make it back to Santa Fé.”
“Another alarming situation,” Sam says. “If Grip leaves us, can we even get back to Santa Fé?”
“East. Nearly dead east,” Melchior says. “Get there.”
“Our route was hardly a straight line, old man. And it took eight days to reach Monument. Those are a good many days in which navigation can go wrong for various reasons.”
“Let’s not worry about it yet,” Ivy says.
“Even if he doesn’t sneak, could find this Lobo fellow anytime and get himself pegged,” Melchior says. “Can’t rely on one person to know all the roads out here.”
Ivy heaves herself to her feet. Is it only early afternoon?
“Melchior, you should remain where you are for at least another hour or two. When you stand, do so slowly. If you feel dizzy or lightheaded, lie back down. I’ll speak to Grip and visit the stable.”
“I can accompany you,” Sam starts.
“Just make sure he doesn’t do anything ... rash. I’ll be right back.” Ivy pulls on her dried duster from the hook at the door, the loaded derringer back inside it. Her gun belt with the four-round is still on over her tunic.
She slips out and closes the door on Sam’s next objection.
Her back grows tense as she starts down the hall to Grip’s door, but there is no need to knock or time to steel herself. He opens the door as she approaches, stepping into the hall, pausing when he sees her.
“Why are you such a cad to her?” Ivy asks. Not what she meant to say, but the first thing to come to mind.
He raises an eyebrow, then locks the door and faces her. “She almost got us all killed.”
“She didn’t know what to do. What if she told you and it turned out they weren’t here and you never would have known? You think she wanted to be the one to send you after him again?”
“Had she told you?”
“No. I can guess how she was feeling. You think I go around with my eyes closed, but at least I have a little compassion. Does she bring up everything you do wrong? Does she rub in what she already knows you beat yourself up over? Yet anything she does wrong, you—”
Grip starts past her, shaking his head.
Ivy steps in front of him. “She was scared. She already feels responsible for this whole trouble and you cannot pass up an opportunity to make her feel like a disgrace. Do you think she needs you cursing her to know she made a mistake?”
“Excuse me.” He steps around her to the stairs.
“Where are you going?”
“Looking up an old friend who I believe can shed light on what happened today, as well as the whereabouts of La Manada de Lobos.”
“Wait a moment. Will you tell Sam what are the best places in the city for store-made clothing? They are trying to decide what to do.”
He pauses, then turns and follows her to her door without a word.
Inside, Sam stands at the foot of the bed, biting his lip, watching Melchior by the window as he leans on the frame.
“Feel all right,” Melchior says, looking at his bandage.
Ivy opens her mouth, chews her tongue, resists a sigh, says nothing about him being on his feet.
“The city has changed since last I visited,” Grip says to Sam. “However, I should try Wilson and Sons on Cliff Road, three blocks west. Wilson used to be the best tailor in Monument who kept reasonable prices. Perhaps he still is.”
“Thank you,” Sam says, glancing from Grip back to Melchior as if he will collapse if Sam takes his eyes off him. “He stocks ready-made garments?”
“He used to. Keep a low profile if you go out, Mr. Samuelson, though I suspect we are in less danger this evening. They, too, suffered damages.”
“And ... where are you going?” Sam asks.
“On an information gathering venture. I expect I will see you for supper.”
Sam nods, glancing again to Melchior.
“Who’s the best source of information in this burg?” Melchior asks, watching out the window. “Bartender? Saloon girl? Barber?”
“Whores,” Grip says.
Melchior looks around. “Makes sense. Wouldn’t have thought of that.” He seems impressed.
“No, Mr. L’Heureux, I would not expect you to.” Grip opens the door, Ivy turning with him. Grip looks at her. “You should remain with your friends.”
“I’m going with you.”
“Ivy—” Sam starts, moving toward her. Apparently Melchior can take his chances with the floor.
“I’m here for information as well,” Ivy says softly, meeting Grip’s eye.
He pauses, gazing at her before starting down the hall. “Very well.”
Ivy grabs hat and sungoggles off the coat hook. “I’m fine Sam. Take care of him if he will allow it and get yourselves shirts. I will see you back here, or for supper. Would you speak to Rosalía in the stable on your way out? Make sure she is all right? She might go with you. She wanted to see the city.” Ivy pulls the door shut behind her, then jogs down the stairs after Grip.
At the front door, carpenters are already repairing bullet holes. Grip steps outside without preamble, though looking in all directions, hand on his holstered revolver. Ivy runs her fingers over chestnut horsehair hanging from her belt, pulls on her goggles, and follows.
Grip walks south on Canyon Street, along the same path the ABCs took Ivy to see the post office, moving briskly.
“Do you have cash?” she asks.
“Why?” He does not look at her.
“I would like to send a telegram, but have’t any.”
“A tragedy.”
“Thank you for our rooms. And show.”
He turns off on Eighteenth Avenue before the post office, past the sleek, maker-enhanced exterior of Les Canyons.
Ivy extends her stride as far as possible to avoid running to keep up, glancing left and right to moving Ferris wheel window displays of pastries, more of glittering golden pocket watches, and a shop of toys and home goods with pacing, jumping clockwork animals filling a window.
Grip looks at none of these, scanning each roof, doorway, and corner as they approach.
When he persists in silence, Ivy says, “I hit two men with the derringer this morning. The ones across the street on the clothing supply and hotel roofs.”
After another pause, he says, still not looking at her, “Why are you telling me?”
“I thought you would want to know. You taught me to shoot, though you believe I am inept. You must be surprised I hit anyone. On roofs. At extreme range for the derringer—even a Tinestel. In fraught conditions.” Ivy takes a breath. “Sorry.”
He looks at her sideways. “You take to shooting with a rapidity and intuition I have seldom seen. Why should I be surprised you were able to shoot a man?”
Ivy stops in the middle of the street. “What did you say?”
He pauses to face her. “Why should I be—?”
“You think I’m a natural with a firearm?”
“Yes.”
“Why—you—what?”
Grip frowns. “I participated in shooting instruction for others years back. Never have I seen anyone consistently make clean shots so soon after beginning to handle a firearm.”
“You didn’t—did not ever—could not.... Were you just ... never going to say this to me?” Breathing rapid, Ivy can feel her hands shake.
This seems to baffle him, his frown deepening. “What purpose does it serve for you to be in on my observations of your deeds?”
“When you teach someone something, it does not occur to you to tell them if they are doing it wrong or right? So they know what is desired? Know when they are making a good showing?”
“You are not trying to perfect your accent in a foreign language, Miss Jerinson. If it is not clear to you when you are doing well or poorly in shooting, you should not be permitted to handle the weapon at all.”
She wants to shake him, scream, kick the street. She can only sputter, then bow her head. “It would be nice to hear a little encouragement every month or so. It is frustrating when you say such a thing. I thought you believed I was a terrible student, which is how you behave toward me. This place ... the West ... it kicks a person in the teeth as it is, without our own comrades—forget it.” She walks on, taking a deep breath through her mouth as she glares ahead.
He follows, catching up in a few strides. “I was not aware I treated you like a terrible student.”
“And I was not aware I was not a terrible student.”
“Perhaps we should work on our communication skills rather than our shootist skills.”
“Did you just say that to me?” She rounds on him. “I am telling your sister you said that.”
Grip faces her, having gone on two extra steps, and ... smiles.
Ivy has seen him truly smile three, perhaps four times? Ever.
He rubs the back of his neck with his left hand, pushing his hat forward. “You are a natural markswoman. And ... congratulations on your shots this morning.”
“Thank you for saying so. I thought you a reprehensible teacher. Perhaps not.”
“No....” He shakes his head. “My family agrees with you. Not my calling to explain to others when I should rather do the task myself and be done.” He pushes back his hat and looks at her. “In this case, the greater the achievement of the student.”
She looks into his dark brown eye. “I did not come out here to become a murderer.”
“No. You came out here to survive.”
Ivy is about to say it’s ironic, isn’t it? About to smile, about to laugh. But she only looks at him for a long moment. It is the same reason his mother fled New York City and a husband who nearly killed her and her young son. The city has fallen. The battered woman is gone. Grip stands facing her.
“How, by your observations, is that going so far?” Ivy asks at last.
He tips his head to the right, as if to get a better look at her with his good eye. “Far better than expected.”
“I’m a natural?”
“I would not purport so extravagantly.” He resumes walking, but she is certain he almost smiled again.
“Where are we going?”
“To see Mistress Arista. If she is still in business. I expect she is.”
Ivy stretches her legs to keep up, glaring at him for the pace. “Are you going to apologize to your sister?”
Grip lets out his breath and does not answer.
“She made a mistake. You do not have to be—”
“Yes. You informed me previously.”
“She’s upset. She already blames herself.”
“So I have also discerned.”
They make their way to the southwest side of town among a shabby residential stretch of old buildings, many in disrepair. A barking dog on a chain reminds Ivy of Yap-Rat. What happened to him?
Among the shacks, a stately home of three stories and attractive design greets them with violet, vivid green, and gold paint. A front turret looms regally while bay windows speak as strongly of eastern charm.
Sheer curtains flap in a lethargic fashion through open windows, stirred by a faint desert breeze which makes puddles shimmer in the streets around their boots. Aside from flies, nothing else moves.
Ivy hesitates as Grip climbs four steps to the large, covered porch, left hand in her duster pocket, holding the arrowhead. Wooden boards groan like raising the dead at each step, the very house seeming to creak with the intrusion.
Something clicks, pops. Metal grinds, a brass hatch slides back. A tinny, female voice speaks from behind the newly revealed brass screen at the side of the door.
“We open at five. Return when—”
“We’re here to see Mistress Arista,” Grip says.
“We?”
Grip looks around, realizes Ivy is not with him, and waves her impatiently up the steps. Cautiously, watching floorboards, Ivy walks up beside him.
“What is your business with the mistress?”
“Social,” Grip says. “An old friend. She will recognize me.”
“Name?”
“Lobo.”
“Who is the girl?”
“Wild Bill.” He is beginning to sound annoyed.
The voice sounds bored and metallic as ever: “One moment.”
They wait a long, long time. The house rustles and stirs in some invisible, inaudible, yet shiveringly obvious way.
“Grip?” Ivy starts at last.
He shakes his head, still watching the brass screen.
Footsteps shift within, a voice murmurs something in the distance. A latch clicks, a gear grinds, a chain rattles. The oak and iron door opens.
A tall, elegantly clad lady in sweeping skirts and ruffled collar, much lace at her sleeves and metallic adornment of makers’ style, clearly for fashion rather than use, stands before them. Her hair, a soft auburn shade, tumbles in waves to her waist. Eyes gray-green, speaking of lakes and oceans. Skin unusually pale for the region. Though probably in her forties, any lines in her delicate face are smoothed by a dusting of powder, while her lips are carefully darkened with deep pink.
Grip removes his hat.
Ivy swallows. She has never seen a woman in makeup in Santa Fé. In Boston, such a thing is for actresses and similar less fortunates as low as street hawkers or those of the ill repute Grip just mentioned so bluntly to Melchior.
The woman lifts her hands, covered by gray silk gloves with a sheen like silver, to rest her long fingers on each side of Grip’s face. She looks into his eye.
“Lord have mercy,” she whispers. She runs her hands down his face to his shoulders as if to check the solidity of him, tears filling her large eyes. “What happened to you, dove? I thought you’d gone from this world.”
Grip bows his head. “I owe you an apology, Arista. I should have—”
She slaps him so hard on his blind side he staggers.
“What—?”
“Oh, sweetheart....” She catches his face once more in both hands. “We both know I’d not be able to sit still wanting to do that if I didn’t get it out of the way.” She speaks with a gentle southern accent, her voice light, musical. She pulls his head to her own face—not a great distance since she is so tall—and kisses his cheek. “Come in and bide.”
The lady turns away, apparently addressing people within, pulling Grip by his left hand. “Starlight, ask Nep to get up a tea tray. Crescent, be a dear and turn away callers. You can manage, can’t you, honey?”
Pulling off her goggles, Ivy steps uninvited through the large doorway to a lavish hall of dark wool rugs and crimson silk held to walls by leather ties. A wide stairway stretches ahead, but the woman leads them around this. Ivy never catches sight of whom she addresses, or what lies behind the front door where the tinny voice sounded, as she stays close to Grip.
“Who’s your friend?” This apparently to Grip, as the woman gives him a quick smile over her shoulder.
“An information seeker. You can speak in front of her,” Grip says under his breath, glancing at the fabric-draped walls as if they have eyes and ears.
“I should hope so, dove. With you not speaking and me not permitted, we should have all the fixings for one awkward conversation.” She takes a right, then pushes open a violet door into a nearly circular room within the house’s rear turret. “Make yourselves at home.”
The room appears to be a combination of society sitting room and miniature library. The windows are part shaded in white and sheer lavender drapes. Above and to both sides of the door, the wall contains a solid stretch of books nestled on shelves that reach the ceiling.
To the left is another door. A darkly stained oak desk stands with newspapers and letter sheets stacked on top. At the first window is a chaise lounge in silver gray upholstery. To the right, about more windows and the end of the shelves, a violet sofa is faced by two silvery armchairs with a low, narrow-legged table at the center and thick cushions all about.
Besides the bookshelves and upholstery, every wall and surface is alive with brass and gold and silver ... artwork.
A flower vase on one wall burbles with flowing water from a spigot above, forming an endless waterfall. A silver top spins on the desk without trace of wobble. A phoenix sculpted in brass is somehow affixed to the ceiling, its massive wings, each feather distinct, seeming to cover the room like a tent. A clockwork cat sits in one sunlit window, tail twitching to and fro, occasionally looking around at them. Beside this, something that looks like a harp is draped in a protective cloth to keep off sun.
The faint, slow melody of a gramophone hums beyond the second door—violins, pianos, more strings Ivy has not heard in a year and a half.
Grip takes a seat on the sofa, moving cushions aside. There is room to keep a couple of feet between them so Ivy, hat and sungoggles in hand, takes the far end, startled as she feels the soft fabric and thick, comfortable padding.
The woman closes the door and follows as far as the chairs, staring at Grip with an expression both transfixed and regretful.
“I don’t know what to say to you, dove,” she says softly. “You couldn’t have written?”
“There is no longer post out of Santa Fé.”
“For how many years? Boy like you never rode by a mailbag in all this time?”
Boy? Grip says nothing.
“Always knew you hadn’t the sense God gave a goose.” Standing by the coffee table, she leans forward to lift his chin with her gloved fingertips and gaze into his eye. As she looks, her face changes—the joy fading, leaving the regret and deepening look of concern.
After a long silence filled by the trickle of running water and hint of music, she says, “Who else?”
Grip shakes his head and looks away. “No one new died.”
She lowers her hand, still staring at him. “Are you sure about that?”
Grip remains motionless for many seconds before deciding the question is not rhetorical. “I am all right, Arista. It has been ... a few decades in a few years.”
She waits, but he says no more. Arista runs her fingers through his black hair, Grip motionless, not even flinching, then she steps to one of the silvery chairs. She sits, still watching him, shifting her skirts, before looking at Ivy.
She smiles. “Arista van Wieren. Mistress Arista to most. How do you do.”
“Ivy Jerinson. How do you do.”
“Do I know the name?”
“My father is a researcher in Boston working to combat Daray’s disease. It is his name you would have heard.”
She looks at Ivy a long moment, not unlike she just looked at Grip. A light crease forms at her brows. “Maybe so ... yet....” She glances at Grip, back to Ivy. “You are the girl who fights Plague. Quite the rebel. Is that correct?”
Ivy looks at Grip and Arista in turn, tense despite the cushions. “How do you know that?”
“Rumors and bets rule this part of the country, Ivy. Not politicians. I began to hear tales some months ago.”
Ivy is so taken aback the woman used her given name, she can think of no answer. Is this, too, a product of pants?
“Arista,” Grip says. “We would value your assistance—”
“We would?” She raises a delicately arching eyebrow and looks again to Ivy. “How long have you known this man?”
“Only ... since spring.” As she says “only,” Ivy feels painfully aware of how long ago that was.
“You should know it’s always ‘we’ if he needs help; always ‘I’ if he’s done something for you.” To Grip. “Be still a minute. How long has it been? Two years? On toward three? And you’re still hunting. For which I am sorry on several counts.”
Grip opens his mouth, but Arista nods.
“Oh, yes. He’s here. But you know that already, don’t you? You didn’t come to Monument for your health. You were targeted in the shooting in the middle of downtown this morning? Next time you’re passing, see me first, dove.
“He’s been here, off and on, a long time. Gone most of the spring and summer, back in August. Yet I didn’t expect to see you. I imagined you’d been dead nearly since the day you rode away last time telling me you would catch him.”
Her smile returns. “How is your family?”
“Hungry. Nothing getting into Santa Fé.”
“How’s your sister?”
Grip shrugs.
“Please now, slow down. Don’t overwhelm me with details—you’ll go hoarse. She ever marry after what happened?”
“I do not expect she will.”
“One never knows. Hard to beat a man like that though. Raúl made the rest of you appear such jackasses. Bless his heart.”
“Thank you, Arista.”
“If the shoe fits.”
“He was a Casanova.”
“He was kind. He was humorous without sarcasm. He was intelligent without pride. We can forgive the girl if she feels she cannot find better. How old is she now?”
“Nine—twenty—” Grip closes his eye. “She turned twenty-one in April.”
“The years get away from us, don’t they? You still have no ring on your finger.”
Dutifully Grip slides his thumb below the thin, gold chain around his neck and pulls the necklace from under his shirt. On it hangs a plain gold crucifix and small gold ring set with a tiny emerald.
“Oh, dove....” Arista sighs. “You haven’t given that girl your ring yet?”
“What is the purpose as long as—?”
“As long as you put your life on hold for this man? Don’t start that self-pitying, leave behind a widow, deserves better shit.”
Ivy feels her face heat. She has never heard a woman of any class use such a word.
Grip turns ring and crucifix in his fingers, then drops them below his shirt once more.
“Think your mama, God rest her soul, meant you to wear it yourself all your life? Keep her cross, but give her ring away—isn’t that what Darío said? Isn’t that what she told you? I don’t know—” She drops her hands in her lap, shaking her head. “If you wouldn’t listen to them, you won’t listen to me. And Darío was the only one you ever did listen to. Is she well at least?”
Grip glares at the low table between them. “As possible. Her mother is dying. She dwells in a world of fancy in which I am a saint, her life is not hellishly arduous after being brought up in a velvet cradle, and she will at any moment be whisked onto the back of a white horse to ride into ‘civilization.’ I find it difficult to relate to such drastic notions. Or much of anything she says.”
“She still wishes to see the Emerald Isle with you?”
“She wishes to follow me to Hades should I book passage, yet she is already there. Santa Fé has been walled, under threat of Plague. One of the only points we have in common is our dread of the closed and viewless. She has had nightmares and been sleepwalking since the wall went up.”
“Then why do you not bring the girl a white horse? You’ve hated the place as much since they died.”
“Cross-country travel is closed. We are going nowhere soon.”
“You are this far. I’m sure a wedding would lift her spirits.”
Grip rubs the back of his neck, head bowed. “Arista, I did not come here to thrash apart mine and my family’s personal relationships.”
She smiles, though her eyes remain sad. “You had to assume they would come up in my parlor, dove. A moment’s peace: Nep will be fixing our tray while the girls swarm for a bite. I’ll fetch it myself and be right back. Then I’ll tell you what I know regarding ... circumstances.”
Grip nods.
Ivy sits motionless against her arm of the sofa.
Arista stands, smoothing her skirts, and glides from the room, taking the door across from them. For a moment, the music grows louder, then she closes the door behind her and it goes back to a breath.
Ivy squints at the gleaming brass cat in the window while Grip watches the top spin on the desk. She always thought Winter free with information, rambling even, draining Ivy of energy just to sit with her for an hour or two as she talks about this and that—gardens, the water supply, the best way to make a sourdough starter. But she has never said a word about nightmares. Never mentioned the wall terrifies her. Does Rosalía know? Does Rosalía feel the same way? Another reason she followed them here?
Sam told her months ago Grip wanted out of Santa Fé. Yet, with all his adopted family there, and his freedom to travel the region on a whim, she had not thought a great deal of this either. Certainly never thought he could compare the place to Hell. As far as him leaving ... according to Rosalía, and this woman, he would never have left with Everette still at large, regardless of the shutdown.
She shifts her gaze to the top and notices a silver-framed hourglass, no higher than a teacup. She cannot tear her eyes from it, watching as black sand flows backward, upside down, into the top. It fills until the bottom is nearly empty, then the glass swings about on a central axis, flipping completely over on its stand, and the upside down sand begins flowing once more. Ivy has seen any number of makers’ trinkets, but this? How? Is it an illusion? Is it magnetized? She does not understand every detail of steam engines and the more complex clockwork devices, but knows enough to accept them. This....
“Grip?” Ivy whispers when the mistress’s footsteps are inaudible. “Are we in a brothel?”
“Yes.” He does not shift his gaze from the top. Or is he also looking at the hourglass? “Although this lady is no whore. She is a businesswoman. One of the wealthiest and most intelligent people in the city.”
“You said you were in Monument a year past.”
“Briefly and under duress. I did not call.”
“I suspect she would be interested to know you came through.”
“I suspect you will not tell her.”
“Does your family know where you collect information?”
“My family knows little about me.”
“I believe your sister knows you well. Is that why you are so horrible to her? She is too close?”
“I am not horrible to her, Miss Jerinson. You have never seen me be horrible to anyone.”
She forces her eyes from the hourglass to glance at him. “This is more relativities. My father used to say, ‘Never believe everything you know. Never question everything you know.’”
He looks at her. “What?”
“It makes sense when you consider it.”
“It does not.”
“It does. Think about it. She has books.”
“Yes.” He returns his attention to the top or hourglass.
“You haven’t any idea how that makes me feel,” Ivy says, staring at shelves of colorful spines to the ceiling.
“Which is for the best. Too many women share too freely of their feelings.”
“Wouldn’t want to offend. Why does she call you dove? I can think of few creatures less apt to your ... qualities.”
“We were all dove to her. From her grandmother, I believe. A Russian who called the children turtle and dove.”
“She does not sound Russian. Nor her surname....”
“Arista is second or third generation American. She spent her childhood on a plantation.”
They hear returning footsteps and fall silent, Ivy feeling her throat tight as she keeps gazing at shelves.
Arista opens the door and rests a tray on the low table, inviting both to serve themselves. A small cheese plate, chocolate biscuits, and hot scones with a dish of sweet cream butter and another of honey beside them. The sweet tea is not steaming and in a pot, but iced, in a tall glass pitcher. Ivy has never seen anything like it. Real slices of fresh lemon float on top.
“How—?” Ivy stops herself, swallowing. No need to become as rude as her clothes make her appear.
Arista smiles at her as she sits down. “We still have trade open into San Francisco, although we are not supposed to.” She looks at Grip. “Mr. Hilvalen runs Monument these days. That string bean of a maker. Our elected Sheriff Trask and Mayor Conway are neither of them passive or reticent men, but Hilvalen is the one with all the big ideas to keep roads open illegally. And keep San Francisco begging us for our goods and wisdom.
“They are a technologically poor city facing a large problem and we are a crystal palace in the desert. At least, that is what Hilvalen has told them while they eat from his hand. Now they are in a bind on the coast. Praise the Lord, thus far, we have been overlooked. It came down from north and east. Do you know Salt Lake City is gone?”
“I did not,” Grip says, watching her.
“They were unprepared. Or perhaps they thought their god, or prophet, would save them.”
 She holds her hands up invitingly to Ivy. “Please, honey, help yourself. I know what it’s like to be on those long trails with nearly normal people. I cannot imagine how uncomfortable it must be to ride with this wet hen.”
“Thank you.” Ivy fills a small glass from the heavy pitcher, then offers it to Grip, who has not leaned forward.
He takes it in silence.
“What’s the relation?” Arista removes her long gloves before reaching for a saucer and biscuit. “I see he’s no more polite to you than he ever was to me.”
“We....” Ivy pauses. “It is ... rather an accident. We have been working together in New Mexico Territory.”
Arista smiles. “My mother said, ‘Claiming you had an accident is the same as claiming God made a mistake.’”
Ivy glances sideways at Grip as she drizzles honey over a scone. “Yes ... well, in this case....”
Arista laughs, shaking her head “My dear, you are good for him. I can tell. Who else do you ride with these days?”
Grip scowls at the tray, holding his glass at his knee. “My little sister and two sodomites. What of the—?”
But Arista is laughing so much she sits forward to rest her saucer on the table, pressing a hand into her abdomen, held firm by her corset.
“Now, you must cease, truly. You tease me.”
“No.” Grip’s dour expression has not changed.
“Rosalía is here in town with you?” Arista dabs the corners of both eyes with a handkerchief. “I should dearly love to meet her. All of your friends.”
Grip does not appear keen on the idea, but he shrugs. “If you would not be offended.”
“Of course not. Well, I won’t say they’re not bad for business.” Still chuckling. “But I know a fair number in Monument and the mines. You may send them my way for introductions if they’re looking for a good time.”
“One is convalescing. The other would not know a good time if it punched him on the nose.”
“Making at least two in your party.” She smooths her skirts, catching her breath. “I do enjoy their company. I would not know so many of such persuasion if they did not frequent the establishment, of course, keeping up appearances. Drey calls every Friday night, always a bottle of something delightful for me. The Lord knows I love a long conversation with a bright man who never imagines me without my clothes.”
She sighs and leans back. “Now I must take you all to supper. Tomorrow night? How long are you in town?”
“That depends on what you tell me.” He sounds impatient.
“Les Canyons is the best. Was it here last time you were in Monument?”
“It is not the type of establishment I would be aware of regardless. And I expect Mr. L’Heureux already has unpleasant memories of the place.”
“That is because a whiskey shot and a cowhide on the floor top your standards for high living, dove. L’Heureux one of your eccentric friends? Not the horseman? I heard he passed on.”
“His son.”
She leans forward once more to pour herself a glass of tea. “What happened to him at Les Canyons?”
“The Gordon brothers booked an appointment to kill him.”
“Dear me.” She sips her tea. “Sounds like them. Then perhaps tomorrow night is too late?” She glances to an ornate clock on the wall.
“They’re giving him a miss for now,” Grip says. “They believe he was injured this morning in the shooting.”
“I do adore a chivalrous man as well. Tomorrow night then? You get gussied up and we’ll jump the gun to assume all are still alive?”
“Arista, I came here to ask you about Everette.”
“And I told you to be still a minute. You are irascible, dove. I’m not running out on you. Will you see the Kaibab while you’re here?” She glances from Grip to Ivy as she takes another sip.
“I have seen it before,” Grip says.
Arista tilts her head. “Seen one canyon, seen them all? That is the most fatalistic remark I have heard in a long time. What happened to our spirited young adventurer?”
“He’s dying of old age waiting for the point to be addressed.” A mumble.
“At least he still knows how to sweet-talk a girl.” She shifts to more directly face Ivy. “They were always in after information when they rode this part of the country. Did you know? Grip and his brother and friends. Scarcely older than you are now, I would say. Raúl younger. They knew where to come to find out if a man they hunted had been through town. Famous in their day. If the law couldn’t catch trouble on a fast horse, those boys could.”
Ivy nods. She longs for another scone and fresh cheese almost as much as she wants to shove several books under her duster. She does not move.
“Darío was all business: who, what, where, when? Like one of those Pinkerton detectives. While Everette had all the wild ideas: this or that they could do, ambushes and makers’ smoke bombs. Overactive, that man—cricket on a hot griddle. Raúl ... he would kiss my hand and ask how I was and did I have anything new? I do a bit of metalworking myself, you know. Only one civil enough to ask after me. All caught up in themselves. Grip wouldn’t say much of anything, bless his heart. Just keep an eye on Darío.
“They talked more when the others weren’t around, Raúl and Grip. Both had girls back home. Raúl would marry and become sheriff of Santa Fé, real lawman, not roam all over creation anymore. Grip would have to say goodbye, going home to Ireland. He’d promised his dying mother he would. Promised he would find her family she never meant to leave. Girl from the States waiting with her bag packed to go with him. They would do these things sometime. Sometime later.
“A good year or two after I last saw them all, Grip came riding into Monument on his brother’s horse, asking if I’d seen Everette, proposing to kill the fellow. Now it’s been a couple more years, but he comes back and asks the same question.
“Ivy, if any woman tells you it is possible to change a man, do me a favor and smack her.”
Ivy smiles and reaches to pour herself tea.
“Thank you for the narrative, Arista,” Grip says, his tone cold. “May we—?”
“Don’t say anything you will regret, dove.” Arista smiles at him. “Would you like to see my new pen? I made it myself.” She sets down her glass. “And I’ll finish telling you about the roads and who’s in whose pocket these days and ... who knows? I might be able to tell you what happened this morning.”
As she watches him, Grip forces a relaxed expression on his face. “Yes, thank you.”
“There’s a dear.” She stands to fetch the pen.



Seventy-Second
A Matter of Respect
“What happened to you?” Sam leaps to his feet from the dinner table when he sees them.
“Nothing.” Ivy beams at him. “Sam—”
“We were worried. You are all right?”
We? Melchior has not bothered to stand.
“Only talked to the lady Grip wanted to see.”
“Over four hours?” He looks her up and down as if to make sure she is not injured.
“Were we that long? Sam, look at this.” She holds up a book.
Sam blinks.
“It’s Wordsworth. For you to keep. And this—” Ivy is breathless, hands shaking as she hefts a much thicker volume in purple cloth binding. “The Man Who Laughs.”
“Hugo?” Sam appears dazed.
“Translated by William Young.” Ivy flips it open to the title page.
“I did not realize there was an American edition.”
“For us. A gift.”
“Truly?”
“Snails, Sam.” Still at the table, Melchior sounds annoyed. “Sit down. I’m the one supposed to be faint. What happened?” He looks past them to Grip.
Sam pulls out her chair.
By the time they are all seated, Ivy having noticed both men are in new shirts and, for Sam, a new black waistcoat, she realizes someone is missing. Weightlessness fades as she looks up from the printed pages.
“Where is Rosalía?”
“In your room,” Sam says. “The blood is cleaned up. I do not even think Toulouse is charging for the ruined towels. She visited shops with us and we found the most splendid spearmint drops in little boxes—I have one for you. Then she returned to the room saying she did not want dinner.”
“I should speak to her.” Ivy looks across the table at Grip. “May I say anything on your behalf?”
Grip is looking about as if someone may be waiting to ambush him. “Being wrong is no reason to avoid sustenance?”
“Charming.” Ivy leaves the book of poetry with Sam and hurries upstairs with the novel. She has to knock on the door, finding it locked. “Rose? It’s me.”
Rosalía lets her in without a word, then sits on her bed. Ivy locks the door and drops on her own bed, facing Rosalía, admiring the thick, snugly bound book with its many, many words.
She looks up, smiling, remembers she should not, and rearranges her expression. She rests the book on the end table between the two beds.
The sun is setting, stray, vivid rays washing across this side of the room, striking the wall above headboards. A shaft of sun falls across the end table and book. Ivy sets it upright in the spotlight.
“You found a book?” Rosalía glances her way.
“I’m sorry.” Ivy withdraws her hand from the spine. “How are you? Grip should not have spoken to you like that.”
“Why?”
“Pardon me?”
“Why not? I don’t disagree.” Her tone is flat, emotionless.
“That is not the issue. We’re here. We are all right. I just met a friend of his and she shed light on the situation.”
“She?”
“It’s a ... long story. I don’t blame you for what you did. I would not have wanted to tell him if I knew or suspected. You’re only trying to protect him—”
“By getting us all killed.”
“I don’t know about that. What if we had known? What if you told him when we arrived you suspected they were here? He may have left us to find them, but we still could have been ambushed. He already wondered if we may be attacked. He saw someone. Yet, did he say anything? Will you come to supper?”
“Grip doesn’t want me there. He hasn’t every step of the way. Now he hates me over this—”
“He does not hate you. Come with me.” Ivy stands and holds out her hand. “Please. You will feel better with a hot meal and you must hear our news.”
Rosalía looks up at her. “What happened?”
“I told you—”
“You’re all....” Rosalía frowns, looking up into her face. “Happy.”
“Oh.” Ivy glances unwillingly at her book. “I apologize. It—I ... got to speak with someone—” She bites her lip, sinking back to the edge of the bed. There is no word—not cultured, nor intelligent, civilized, perspicacious—to use which could not be taken ill in light of Ivy’s company of the past months and whom she now addresses.
“I spoke with someone this afternoon whom I greatly enjoyed meeting. She had newspapers and gave me a book and ... I ... am happy.”
Rosalía smiles just a touch. “You’re like English at the tailor’s. Lavishly pre-made garments for ladies and gentlemen. No homespun or canvas. I thought he might weep when Mr. Wilson took his measurements, ‘Like a proper tailor,’ all attention. They spent all the dust your cousin had, including buying me these when I admired them.”
From the bed beside her, Rosalía lifts a pair of exquisite kid gloves in a deep, rich crimson. “Aren’t they beautiful? I never owned anything so nice. I know they’re lady’s gloves, but they’re reinforced in the fingers for riding.”
Ivy wants to hug her, tell her she does not have to justify her possession of fine gloves, which look child-sized to Ivy—doubtful she could get her own hand in one.
“They’re gorgeous, Rose. Won’t you put them on?”
“What did you say to them about me? English was very kind. Even Cabeza Hueca was decent.”
“He is a kind person. And Melchior was probably just feeling off about his own arm, or relieved about his life and subdued. Don’t take it personally. The fit is perfect. I hope you’ll wear them and not ‘save’ them. I have done so with new luxuries when I would have gained much more pleasure by putting them to use. Did you have a mint?”
“Cabeza Hueca and I picked out cinnamon and horehound from the penny jars at the chemist while English found boxes of mints.”
“Won’t you come to supper?”
Rosalía regretfully pulls off her gloves and lies them beside Ivy’s book. They gaze at the objects in the beam of sunlight, then Ivy takes her hand.
Downstairs, Rosalía will not look at her brother, though Grip watches them to the table like a guard. Sam springs up to pull out their chairs. Ivy thinks of Adair Gordon and wishes she could give the outlaw a swift kick. She has seen strange attire on the streets of Monument today. A woman in pants should hardly be as noticeable as a man on a bicycle with a caged bat on his head.
Ivy thanks Sam and starts on the appetizer of ... something. A hot cream dip made with bacon, mashed prickly pear, rosemary, and black pepper in a copper bowl suspended on a stand over a large candle. Around this are plates of toasted and fresh bread, squash sliced thin as parchment, then fried until crispy, and lightly grilled quarters of sweet peppers, all for dipping in the marvelous hot bowl.
The dining room is busy with other guests, waiters, and an array of dinner sights and aromas making Ivy feel she has not seen real food in years. She has downed three small slices of bread and dip and a handful of crisp squash when she realizes most at the table seem to be watching her. Only Grip, morosely chewing a bite of pepper and dip, regards the flame under the copper bowl.
“What happened to you?” Melchior asks. Why does he sound churlish? He is alive. He has a new shirt. He looks all right to her.
“Nothing. I’m famished. We must tell you what we found out.”
“Please do,” Sam says. He looks ... concerned?
“What’s wrong?” she asks him.
Sam shakes his head.
“She is taking us all to supper—dinner—tomorrow night at Les Canyons.” She beams at Sam. “They have duck and lemons and ice cream and real imported chocolates. Mistress Arista told us about it. She has a theory about the attack this morning. It all makes sense.”
Melchior turns to Grip. “Thought you already knew who those curly wolves were? That La Manada de Lobos gang?”
“Correct,” Grip says. “However, Arista was able to illuminate the matter.”
“Heard they were based in New Mexico. Why’re they stopped here?”
“Perhaps they like the food.” Grip glances at Ivy without moving his head.
“Stop it,” Ivy says, waving a crust of rosemary bread at him. “You cannot pretend food in Monument is comparable to New Mexico.”
“A man can ‘pretend’ almost anything with imagination,” Grip says.
“She had the most wonderful homemade scones. Real honey and tea from San Francisco. You’ll enjoy meeting her, Sam.”
“Where is she?” Sam asks, as if suspecting a hidden mansion in the heart of downtown he overlooked.
“She owns the brothel.”
Sam leans back. “I beg your pardon?”
Melchior frowns. “You were—all afternoon—in a whorehouse?”
Ivy shakes her head. “It’s not like that. It sounds unsavory—”
But Sam isn’t listening to her, facing Grip, his back rigid. “You went to a house of ill repute, taking—”
“Calm yourself, Mr. Samuelson,” Grip cuts him off, his voice lower than Sam’s. “We paid a call to a businesswoman in her own parlor and took tea. I assure you, you would not have been distressed had you been in attendance. Arista is the most powerful woman in Monument. She can help us. She already has.”
“Don’t be angry with him, Sam,” Ivy says, touching Sam’s sleeve, nearest her on the right. “I am so glad I went. It all sounds ... off, telling of it, I realize....” Why did she say where they met?
Sam goes on staring at Grip as if he has never seen him before. Melchior looks at Ivy with much the same face, except ... does he appear impressed?
All too difficult to explain without the tangibility of the elegant lady herself.
“We know why no one helped,” Ivy says, finally getting Sam to look at her. “The sheriff and marshal and makers all knew.”
Silence.
“They knew about the attack because Lobo, Everette, he warned them,” Ivy says after a gulp of cactus juice. “Someone in the band saw Grip. They knew he was here and Everette wants him dead. Since we’re with him, he was playing safe to get us. But he knew that could mean street shootouts and trouble in the city. He told them what he planned: a group of enemies in town, no need for lawman and maker assistance, but their tacit cooperation.”
“This....” Melchior trails off. “Snails and damnation.” He looks from Ivy to Grip. “That true? Lobo’s so fat in this burg, he went to all the law and all the muscle and said, ‘Play dead,’ and they dropped?”
“Correct,” Grip repeats.
“Jesus Christ.” Melchior’s voice is even softer. “Did we ever wake up the wrong passenger. Should’a been lighting a shuck back to Plague country rather than wandering about this camp today. The hell you got against this buck, Grip?”
“He was responsible for the deaths of my former partners.”
Melchior snorts. “So invite him to finish the job? Christ.”
Sam looks around at him. “Mel, please.”
“Sorry,” Melchior says. “Powerful situations call for powerful language.”
“Not at the dinner table and in company.”
“Lucky I’m alive sitting here. Shouldn’t be all critical.” Melchior glares at him.
“Yes, you have noted this several times. We are grateful you are alive. Please do not curse at the table.”
“Ain’t smoking, am I? Hat off. Haven’t been bending an elbow on a morning. Man’s got to be six kinds of right and twelve proper just to get a meal around here.”
“You truly find these small decencies so demanding?” Sam’s gaze is on the copper bowl.
“What’s small when every blessed move a man makes is under wax? Every stroke’s to be run by committee vote for suitability. Where’s the step to running by notions, dreams—?”
“I have no wish to police your actions or your thoughts, Melchior.” Sam’s voice is growing softer, difficult to hear in the crowded dining room. “If keeping your hat on and smoking at the table are so important to you, proceed. It is only my preference you should not. It is hardly my ruling or verdict. You may, of course, do as you wish.”
“Which is bull, ain’t it? Wouldn’t carry on according to Hoyle if you mean a fellow to do what he wishes. Even my mother didn’t fuss so.”
“I presume she gave up.”
“Cause I’m the hard case and everyone else is like a thoroughbred?”
Sam says nothing.
“Mr. L’Heureux,” Grip says. “Are you holding this conference with the intent of public response or, in your own mind, are you secluded?”
Melchior gives him a strange look, then shrugs. “Shoot.”
Sam still stares at the bowl.
“Whose sagacity do you better respect?” Grip asks. “Mr. Samuelson’s or your own?”
Melchior does not answer.
“Let’s put that one to committee vote,” Rosalía says almost inaudibly to Ivy’s left. They are the first words she has spoken since sitting down and Ivy feels sure the rest cannot hear her.
All are quiet as waiters arrive with their entrées: dishes of roast potatoes poured over with boiling fat of some type, pork chops grilled in caramelized onions, roast fish in beds of greens served on cider planks.
Ivy’s mind has wandered back to her book, the smile returning to her face as she absently cuts a bite of fish with knife and fork. Yet Grip is likely not going to fill them in so she must finish the key points.
Arista named names, gave him particulars about who was still within the group and new faces. Ivy has no reason to suspect any of the others will be more interested in this than herself, and she can scarcely remember them anyway. What are the important parts for all of them to know?
A group of famously dangerous men are trying to kill them. Second ... well, that has not been broached yet, either here or in the sitting room.
“Grip?” Ivy looks up from her plate. “Are you abandoning us?”
He glances at her. “Abandoning you?”
“Do you mean to pursue Lobo without us involved?”
“Of course. They are none of your affair.”
“And if he runs? You will follow?”
“You overestimate the fear I strike into the hearts of La Manada de Lobos, Miss Jerinson. They are not running from me. They regard me as a mildly dangerous inconvenience they would all enjoy seeing buried.”
“Aiming for us to lie low while you hunt?” Melchior asks.
Grip shrugs. “You may do whatever you wish as long as you stay away from me. However, you would be safest removing yourselves from town.”
“Reckon we’ll be plugged from roofs even if we’re away from you?”
“They will not repeat the same tactics at once. You would be more likely shot in the face stepping around a corner on a quiet street, Mr. L’Heureux.”
“If you’ve all this fine print from your friend, know where they are?”
“Scattered through the city. Arista does not know where Everette is living, however, he is friendly with makers. He may be in one of their establishments, in a hotel, renting an apartment. He will make himself known when he wishes.”
“Wasn’t in the bunch targeting us,” Melchior says.
“No. He does not consider me important enough to face in person unless circumstances suit him.”
“Then you may be underestimating how much he fears you,” Sam says. His attention is on his plate, though he is scarcely eating.
Grip shakes his head. “Avoiding a man looking for a fight in these parts can be as much a sign of disrespect as fear. This one is no coward, nor unintelligent. He is contemptuous. He will take the staff from the Devil when he enters Hell and rule a new domain. Lucifer himself could not meet his eyes without shame for what he saw there.”
“That’s....” Melchior trails off, staring at Grip, who eats without looking at them.
Ivy’s throat feels dry. I should rather save the rope for a man draped in trappings of virulent evil.... She glances at Rosalía, who avoids her gaze. He’s never told me a thing about what happened that day. Not one word.
“That’s ... rough,” Melchior finishes at last, apparently having been unable to come up with a way to express himself more fully without profanity. “How’s about us working on others while you’re looking for Lobo? We’re in tight a need of that reward as we were when we trailed into Santa Fé in the spring. Know where some bunk?” He looks from Grip to Ivy.
“If you wish to risk your life for a hunt which is none of your concern, you may, Mr. L’Heureux,” Grip says. “However, it will not pay.”
“Won’t pay? Those men have powerful prices on their heads.”
“Not in Monument,” Ivy says.
“I told you makers and businessmen ran this city,” Grip says. “Today, I was corrected. As long as La Manada de Lobos remains in town, others have been demoted.”
“There is no one to collect a reward from,” Ivy says. “But Arista does not believe they mean to stay in Monument. She says the band are setting sights westward. Ships still sail from San Francisco and those worried enough by Daray’s disease and wealthy enough to book passage are allowed to leave the country.”
Sam looks up for the first time in minutes.
“They will close,” Ivy says. “She has heard no word of it yet—not in a paper only a month old. But they will. There are risers in San Francisco now. How long before no port country will allow in steamers from America’s West as they did the East?”
“I thought the whole nation was already shut down,” Sam says. “A year since, at least.”
“Officially,” Ivy says. “It seems people are not as easy to control as all that, especially the farther away they get from the Capitol.”
“Arista expects all five of us for supper tomorrow night at Les Canyons,” Grip says. “I must find Everette, but let us all attempt to remain alive at least until then or she will be disappointed. If he runs, if it is true he plans to reach the coast, I will, as you say, Miss Jerinson, be abandoning you. In either case you should return to Santa Fé.”
“How?” Melchior asks, irritated. “You think we know the way back?”
Hadn’t he acted plenty cocky about the trail when it came up without Grip being there?
“You can manage, Mr. L’Heureux. The city is east of here.”
“Can’t just go riding after that bunch on your own,” Melchior mumbles, scowling.
“I cannot?” Grip lifts an eyebrow.
“How many in the gang?”
“It seems one was killed in a fall off Red Wing’s roof this morning. Leaving them eight, including Everette. At least one currently injured.”
“Christmas,” Melchior says.
Ivy smiles.
“How does this woman have outside newspapers of recent circulation?” Sam asks. “Trade is open?”
“Again, only unofficially,” Ivy says. “It seems the people of Monument have been able to get almost anything they wish from San Francisco and the farms between here and there through their capital in Tierra Roja. Monument essentially owns Tierra Roja these days. The miners are working for wages, not for themselves.”
“Bet they’re looking back on signing those terms with roses in their eyes,” Melchior says.
“Monument has makers and precious metals and minerals,” Ivy goes on. “San Francisco and the California farmlands have crops, better links to communicate with the outside world, steamers still bringing news, imports, even weapons and ammunition which Monument would be hard pressed to continue producing on its own.”
“Could she tell you if Santa Fé may benefit from these dealings in goods?” Rosalía asks, looking around at the excessive amount of food on theirs and neighboring tables.
“I’m sure experienced freighters could get through,” Ivy says. “But the city would have to be in a position to compensate Monument. Assuring them our own maker has silver will not seal a deal. We have nothing to offer between us. Nor, if we were able to approach San Francisco, or anywhere in between, asking aid, could we compete with Monument. They can pay too well and the journey is relatively easy compared to what, by freighter, must be at least another fortnight to reach Santa Fé, perhaps three weeks.”
“Besides the distance and chance of being attacked by shootists and risers, there is the season,” Grip says. “Snow will fall at any time.”
Ivy must take his word for it since Monument is certainly not cold during the day. Even when it rained—was that only last night?—it was not so cold.
“Are there any Plague-sick out here though?” Melchior asks. “No one seems to think so. Fifty miles from that lake. And, if goods are coming in....”
“The last party expected from San Francisco has not arrived,” Ivy says. “Risers reached the coast coming from the north as well as east. It is more than likely they roam the distance between on the California side, even if they are not near Monument yet; anyone traveling between would be prey.
“I should enjoy an opportunity to look through more newspapers. Does anyone want to visit the post office in the morning?”
Grip frowns, but says nothing.
“I do not suppose you would consider remaining within the hotel tomorrow?” Sam asks, his tone weary, defeated.
“Come with me,” Ivy says. “You will like to see them as well. And what are we doing about income?”
“Can try hands tomorrow,” Melchior says after a pause. “Change left to stake. Could sell Chucklehead, but he needs a stop after the journey.”
“Don’t sell your horse again,” Ivy says. “We cannot afford for him not to come back. Grip suggested you would be shot for cheating in this town.”
“Have to be found for that. Build up a few coins without if I can find small enough games. Not many fellows looking for a new with seventy cents in his pocket. Can manage billiards swell too. No set in Santa Fé. Again—” He shrugs.
Grip looks even more annoyed. “Mr. L’Heureux, do you need a loan?”
“Wouldn’t want to disturb anyone or—”
“I will stand you five dollars. I expect it back by the time we are sitting down to supper tomorrow.”
Melchior smiles. “Good of you. What if you’re beefed tomorrow looking in the wrong passenger’s window?”
“Then you may consider the matter closed and the cash your inheritance.”
Melchior appears even more pleased.
By the time their plates are cleared, Grip stands and steps around their table without a word.
“Where are you going?” Rosalía asks quickly.
“See my horse.” Grip’s tone is brusque.
“Reckon I should too. Haven’t been in all day.” Melchior glances at his own right arm, which Ivy suspects is extremely painful.
He stands, lifting his hat from the back of his chair, and Ivy follows, causing Sam to leap to his feet. She should to tell him he can stop doing that every time she stands. But she smiles at him and says nothing.
Outside, Melchior pauses on the porch a long moment, looking left, right, and upward in twilight gloom inching to true night. But Grip just walked this same way and no one shot him.
She walks beside Melchior, around the building where the stable fills part of a block. Grip is already studying El Cohete’s limbs when they step into the nearly dark stable. A single, hooded electric bulb is lit at the main doors, casting deep shadows throughout the place. Hostler and stable boys are gone. The horses still chew or sleep on their feet.
While Melchior checks their mangers, Ivy runs her hands over Corra. No heat or swelling. She feels normal. Ivy strokes the black mare’s neck and notices her halter has been changed.
Ivy squints at the dark face. She runs her fingers along the rough rope. Did some superior horse arrive needing the soft leather halter rather than this twine object?
Frowning, Ivy slips from the stall, leaving Grip checking the wrapping on his stallion’s legs and Melchior singing under his breath to Little Bird and Chucklehead.
In the dark tack room, she feels for headstalls and halters, soon more put out by darkness. The open window on the center of the opposite wall allows a chill breeze to stroke her face, reminding Ivy that it really is mid-October.
Why would someone change Corra’s good halter? She is considering ringing for the hostler when she remembers the tack room also has an electric light in the ceiling.
She feels back to the doorway, sliding her fingers up the wall to flip the switch. And someone grabs her head, covering her nose and mouth in a strong hand wrapped by cloth.



Seventy-Third
Know Thy Enemy
As dull light flickers through the narrow tack room, Ivy opens her mouth to scream, only to find an oily gun rag shoved between her teeth. She bites down as hard as she can. While whispered curses fill her ears, she slams a heel into a booted foot behind her, violently twisting away from crushing arms.
“Christ—” A gasp. The man at her back jerks his foot away, reeling sideways, dragging her backward, knocking into saddle trees.
Does he mean to pull her through that small window? How he came in? She tries to ram an elbow into his stomach, tries to stomp his foot once more, and, managing neither, does at least throw him further off balance. He falls sideways, half tugging her with him, face and right arm free.
Ivy rips the derringer from the inside of her duster and spins around as the man tries to catch her wrist. She jumps away, shooting for his leg as he dives after her. The crack of her small gun in the compressed space pounds her ears with the man’s screams as she backs, crashing into the doorway.
She lifts her free hand to steady her shaking right on the derringer, gasping as she faces him.
The man, a young Anglo, hatless but with a black silk mask over much of his face, dressed entirely in black, a gun belt visible below his jacket, seems to have no more interest in her. He is bent double, almost curled into a heap on the floor.
Shaking from head to toe, Ivy eases into the doorway, not taking her eyes from the man or lowering her weapon. No need to shout, even had she breath. Footsteps race toward her up the alley. Melchior calls her name.
The young man must also hear through his own moans. He struggles onto an empty saddle tree to escape through the window. Ivy does not fire after him, but steps back into the hall as Melchior and Grip burst past her.
“Snails! Getting out!” Melchior crosses the room in a bound. He catches the window ledge and looks out. “The hell?” He says, watching through the window. He lifts his revolver, then shakes his head. Too much cover or too much darkness, or only thinking better of it.
He lowers himself and looks around at Ivy as Grip studies the room, revolver in his hand.
“You all right?” Melchior asks.
Ivy nods from the doorway, trembling, her own gun still clutched in both hands.
“Shoot that fellow in the balls?”
“Excuse—oh.... I did not intend to,” she gasps.
“Sard you mean doing something like that?”
“Me? What in—you—that man attacked me!”
Grip also gives her a strange look.
“Could’ve just ... his arm or something.… Wasn’t firing on you,” Melchior says.
“I tried to hit his leg. He moved extremely fast—why am I justifying shooting that man to you?”
Her hands shake as she shoves the derringer back into the coat holster. When she glances up, they are still looking at her.
“What?” At Grip. “How many people have you murdered in your life? And you think I did something dreadful?”
Grip frowns. “Defense of yourself is admirable, Miss Jerinson. However, I believe the rest of us would not use such tactics—”
“I told you! It was an accident! You both act as if you are supporting the other side. Didn’t want to go catch him or anything, did you? Didn’t want to know who just waited in here to kill—?”
“He was not waiting to kill you or he would have,” Grip says.
Ivy hurries down the alley, back to the double doors into the lamp-lit road, chest heaving, teeth clenched. Melchior jogs after her.
She rounds the corner out of the stable and runs into Sam, dashing in the opposite direction.
“Ivy—” He catches her arm as they almost collide. Sam also breathes hard. He must have run all the way down from his and Melchior’s room when he heard the shot. “Are you hurt? What happened?”
“No. There was a man in the stable.” She is glad to take his arm.
He looks up as Melchior appears. “Everyone is all right?”
Melchior nods, though he still looks put out. “Sneaking mudsill in there and Ivy shot him in the balls.”
“Did she?” Sam does not sound critical as he slips his arm across her shoulders. “Excellent.”
She walks with him back to the hotel, Melchior leaving them. Ivy does not care if he is going back to look for the man or sing to his horses or take a long walk on a trail of rattlesnakes. She leans on Sam up the stairs, telling him what happened.
“The man was masked? Did Grip get a look at him?”
Ivy shakes her head. But he is right: why would anyone don a mask when the parties to the conflict are already common knowledge?
“I am sorry,” Sam says as they reach the top landing. “I hope you are all right. I cannot imagine why you are being targeted if these people are supposedly after Grip.”
“Sam, was this unrelated to Lobo?”
“Let us not assume that yet. We have enough enemies....”
“Arista knew who I was.”
Sam faces her, brows creased, his hands on her upper arms.
She looks up to meet his worried eyes. “How am I known? How is that possible?”
“I could not say. I feel we exist within a soap bubble in those New Mexico mountains. However, everyone in Santa Fé knows well who you are. And it seems more travel takes place between there and Monument than we realized. Did your new friend offer any insights into why you might be a target?”
Ivy shakes her head. “But no one has to tell me ‘famous’ is a dangerous way to be out here. If that man was part of La Manada de Lobos, perhaps Grip knows why.... We should go to bed.”
Sam steps away, but does not shift his gaze. “Ivy ... I do not trust the people running this establishment. Would you like to stay with us? Or switch rooms all together?”
It had not crossed Ivy’s mind that someone would be interested enough in hunting her to track her inside the hotel, to her very room.
“Why did you have to say that?”
“I am concerned for you...?”
“No, Sam, thank you. The door has a good lock. You and Melchior are in the room beside. And we have as many firearms between us in our room as you do in yours.”
He does not smile, but nods after a pause. “You know where to find us.”
“Thank you.” Her heartbeat has slowed almost to normal.
“Goodnight, Ivy.” He glances about the hall as he backs, again making her nervous.
“Stop it. I am not worried.”
Now he does smile, looking sheepish. “I beg your pardon.”
Rosalía meets her at the door, carbine in hand. Ivy sees the window standing open, screen still out, cold air slipping through the room.
“Did you see anyone out there?”
Rosalía shakes her head. “What happened?”
Ivy repeats her story while Rosalía closes the window and lights a candle so they can turn out the harsh electric light.
Sitting on the edge of her bed, she asks, “Why were you in the tack room at all?”
Ivy sits still a moment. “Because I was set up.”
“What?”
“They ... someone switched Corra’s leather halter for an old, frayed rope. I noticed and went to get her halter back. When you were in there earlier, she still had on leather, didn’t she?”
“They all looked normal. She’s right next to Volar and rope would show on her.”
“He was trying to get my attention. They thought I would search.” Ivy shivers as she looks up from the book on the little table.
“Then they know you quite well,” Rosalía says.
Ivy only looks back through candlelight.
By morning, she feels more angry than scared. Why is she being targeted? Was that man really unrelated to Lobo’s band? What could they want with her?
She hurries down to breakfast to find Grip.
Melchior and Sam have already started coffee and inform her he is gone.
“Slipping out as we came down twenty minutes ago,” Melchior says.
Sam pulls a chair out for her as Ivy glances out the window. Roosters are crowing down the road, the sun scarcely up.
“Did he say anything to you last night in the stable about the man in black? Or did either of you follow him?”
“Only said you should stay in today. What kind of fellow goes around in a mask though? Low as a snake’s belly.” Melchior pushes a plate of yeast rolls toward her.
“They know where we are if they are that serious about finding me.” Ivy slices open warm bread to spread on apple butter. “You are the one who should remain indoors today and allow your arm a chance—”
“Got five off him though,” Melchior says cheerfully. His spirits seem greatly improved since the previous evening. “Bring us back from ruin today while you all scout news and he scouts trouble.”
Ivy wonders if he apologized to Sam, which makes her recall Grip needing to apologize to Rosalía, which makes her hope he is not going to be killed this morning looking for Everette.
She tries to focus on her roll and preserves.
Rosalía joins them a short time later, still subdued. She does not ask after Grip. Ivy suspects she assumed he would be long gone by now.
Her mind returns to the afternoon before: bright conversation, interesting sights, wonderful food, reading, knowledge. So much knowledge. She smiles as she chews.
Not as if her companions are unintelligent. Not as if she does not, some of the time, enjoy their company....
Books from all over the world, news of the region, genteel to Ivy herself, despite the use of her given name.
“Ivy?” Sam watches her.
They all do.
“Yes?”
“You have that look again,” Rosalía says.
“I was just.... I had the most wonderful time yesterday.”
“Barring being shot at?” Melchior asks. “You mean at the whorehouse? Never even been in one. Maybe should—”
She waves her butter knife at him. “Enough. We told you—Sam, would you like to visit the post office?”
“I do not think you should—”
“We will keep together. Armed and on the lookout.”
Sam shakes his head, but folds his napkin and stands when she does.
“Will you make us a good deal of money today?” she asks Melchior.
“Arm’s all right besides the agonizing pain. Thanks for asking.”
“I did mention your arm. You interrupted me. Rose, would you like to come?”
When Rosalía appears noncommittal, Ivy grows suspicious she could be meaning to look for Grip and encourages her until she stands.
On their way out, she runs upstairs to fetch her carbine. Sam also carries his revolver in plain sight and Ivy has the four-round on her belt and derringer concealed.
They move carefully along the sidewalk up Canyon Street, Sam and Rosalía keeping so close to Ivy it makes her uncomfortable, as if they are guarding a bank deposit.
When all reach the post office unmolested she relaxes over views of newspapers, stamps, and a real, live human being behind the counter. Sam looks through the papers as Ivy asks about mail. When and how does it come and go and how much does it cost? This man confirms there has been more than one party of late between here and the coast that has vanished. Then explains conspiratorially that they are being eaten by Plague Brutes: half-human monsters created by Russian makers and planted in the States to take over the world.
They purchase the newest papers they can find with Sam’s last nickel.
As they step out, Rosalía tells Ivy where she saw letter sheets and envelopes for sale the day before. There is also the telegraph office in a separate building. Neither do any good when they have not a cent left between them.
Sam looks up as a few mounted men trot past. Rosalía watches a hawk circle. Ivy gazes longingly at the window of the telegraph office.
“Shall we return to the hotel and read?” Sam asks, glancing at the paper, then anxiously at Ivy.
Ivy turns from the window. “At least until the Bank of Melchior will allow a withdrawal.”
She starts down the street, gazing through another window when its glass explodes.
Strange how fast she can move now. Beyond the freedom of her wardrobe, she seems to be reacting better to sudden bursts and bangs, grabs from behind and spooked horses and all manner of gunshots. She used to think Grip’s reaction time staggering. Now, she hopes he would be proud as she leaps around the corner of the chemist shop she faces, back hitting the timber frame, her Tinestel already in her hand.
Shots blast from several places at once: cracks, bangs, a high-pitched clicking, a thud. Ivy looks back around her corner for Sam and Rosalía, derringer before her in both hands, only to be struck in the face by a wave of blue smoke.
Coughing, choking, eyes streaming, she staggers backward. Again she hits the wall, but smoke envelops her so fast she cannot see boards an inch from her face. She ducks, runs along the wall, feeling with one elbow, her hands still locked on her gun, gagging on acrid fumes.
Wham. Something immobile slams into her at knee-height and she pitches forward across splintery crates. Lying in dust, hat knocked from her head but still around her neck by the strap, face mostly below smoke, she tries to breathe as she releases the derringer with her right hand to rip sungoggles from her hat. She blows into them and drags them on, wishing she had the same for nose and mouth.
All this time people shouting. Men and women calling in panic from Canyon Street behind, gunshots pounding. Earth shudders below her, hoofbeats at a canter. Someone calls her name, sounding like Sam, but far away, his voice torn by distance and commotion.
With her bearings on the wall of the chemist shop and location of crates, Ivy takes a deep gasp of dust before standing in smoke and running, holding her breath.
Smoke thins. Red dust seems kicked up everywhere. She tears past a bay horse, nearly colliding with the animal as it balks and rears.
“Vin!” the rider bellows. “There!”
Ivy tears across the back street, but ... no, do not keep going in a straight line. She makes a sharp right, runs down another dusty alley, and hears an explosion of shots. Puffs of dirt pop before her feet as bullets rip past her legs, one slicing through the flapping duster. Ivy takes a left around a corner, once more slamming her back to the wall, hands clutched together on her gun.
Leaning around the corner just enough to see, she faces what follows, derringer first. Two horses thunder toward her, the bay and a bright sorrel the same color as flying dust. The man on this horse is twirling a rope. The one on the bay wields an upraised revolver. Both with bandanas pulled over mouths and noses to ward off dust and smoke.
Ivy has half a second to take in details before she has fired for the man with the revolver. But the riders are moving at a gallop, far closer and far faster than she realized in her sliver of time. The bullet meant for the man’s arm strikes the bay horse in the neck.
The animal shrieks, trying to stop, turn, and rear in mid-gallop, ending by flipping backward and sideways. It crashes to the road on its saddle with the rider scarcely pitching himself clear in time.
Ivy has already switched her aim to the sorrel rider, this horse now sliding on its haunches as the rider drags back on reins, two feet from her turn. As she pulls the trigger, something that feels like an iron skillet smashes across her head from behind.
She never sees if she hits with the second shot.



Seventy-Fourth
Shackles
Bump, bump, bump ... another stage. After the train. Stage to Santa Fé. Uncle Charles and Aunt Abigail will be waiting for her. But why so much pain? And upside down. Surely she should not be ... upside ... down....
Shod hooves crunch desert rock. Sun blazing across her, yet not so hot. Sharp air, cold of autumn. Awake again. Was she asleep?
Bump, bump, bump ... why upside down? Why can she not think? She cannot think because she is in too much pain. Screaming, tearing, bleeding, exploding pain.
A concussion. He has a concussion.
But that was Melchior, not her. Don’t they know it’s not supposed to be her?
She was just getting the hang of ... everything. And why is she upside down? Only her head? Her feet are down. Yet so is her head. Smell of horse and desert and sweat. Stiff saddle leather.
Men talking, deep voices in two or three or four languages, blurring into a world of darkness and pain and ... gone.
Ivy wakes. She lies in a heap on rocks hidden by one wool blanket. Someone is pulling something away from her. Something dark covering her face, lifting to reveal the last rays of a setting sun. She begins to shift her hands to feel for one of her guns, but her wrists are cuffed together by steel shackles. Her vision roams in and out of focus. Her head—God, her head must be split in two at the back.
She remains motionless as someone steps away from her and she sees a stocky Mexican man gazing blandly down at her.
“Está despierta,” he tells someone over his shoulder. She is awake.
The closest voices hush, making Ivy realize men were talking around her. Cooking fire, coffee, horse, gun oil, tobacco, all familiar camp smells. Only the voices are unfamiliar. As well as this man, who would not look alarming if he did not have a bandoleer of half a dozen pocket guns and as many throwing knives across his chest.
She digs one elbow into wool and props herself up as best she can. Moving her head sends such agony through her skull she must close her eyes for a moment, catching fast, shallow breaths.
Footsteps shift red rock. Far off, an owl hoots. Someone is stepping up to her, a long shadow falling across her. Perhaps he will remain there and keep her bleeding eyes from taking on sun. Where are her goggles? Her hat? Her guns? Her horse? Her friends?
Silence hangs over her like fog.
Carefully, slowly, Ivy opens her eyes.
A slender, darkly dressed man stands before her. As she blinks, he squats down on the pointed toes of his polished boots to be nearer her level. Not old, nor especially young, he is clean-shaven, fine-featured, handsome.
His hair is dark below a tall hat for this part of the world. He wears black deerskin gloves in the same material as his waistcoat, his whole sleek attire in deep reds and blacks and golds. From shining boots to hat, he is adorned in as many devices as a maker’s window. Sungoggles on his hat, darts fixed to the outside top of one boot. In between are watch chains, handguns, oval objects which could be smoke bombs, a collapsed telescope, and more Ivy cannot name. Somehow the man, though slight and wiry, does not look overburdened: movements graceful, as if his accessories are part of him.
A big, yellow cur pads up beside him as the man crouches down. The ugly dog watches him with unmistakable benevolence, even a slight wag to his lowered tail. Ivy must blink before forcing her mind to believe what sight tells her.
The man’s smile is broad, revealing many even teeth as he removes his hat with an elegant flourish, bowing head and shoulders before her, momentarily blinding Ivy by light at his back.
“Ivy Jerinson, a great pleasure to finally meet you.” His voice is silky, smooth and polished as his movements. “Vhalain, Everette Vhalain. Though most call me Lobo.”



To Be Continued In



Book Five
Thank you for reading Lightfall Four: Risk, Rise, Rebel. If you enjoyed this book, please leave a quick review on Amazon to let others know! Your support makes independent authors and series like Lightfall possible.
Continue the journey with Lightfall Five: Book, Blood, Brother.
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